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PREFACE

Democracy is a Greek word. The democratic way of life
was first formulated and practiced by the Greeks. In the
face of Oriental tyranny they proclaimed, and fought suc-
cessfully to preserve, the superior values of self-governing
communities. Among them arose the civil liberties of
speech and public assembly. They regarded the state as
educational and ethical in its primary purpose rather than
military and coercive, and recognized its duty to provide
citizens with opportunities for richly varied living. Facing
the difficulties of foreign relations, they created an em-
pire controlled by a democracy and confederations of
city-states.

In times like these, when democratic institutions have
undergone more violent criticism and attack than ever

before, it may be useful to re-examine this phase of Greek
vii
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life: the original evolution of a democratic society, its
aims and procedures, the appraisal of its successes and
failures by its own critics, the causes of its decline. Since
the problems which confronted the Greeks were in many
respects similar to ours, it may be that we can still profit
from their experience.

To be sure, their leading state, Athens, was different
from any of the present time. That was a smaller, less
complicated, less experienced world. The immaturities
are obvious, especially in economic resources and scien-
tific technology. Conduct lacked the guide of Christian
ethics. To a certain extent Athens was not a democracy
at all; its economy involved a slave system, although, as
we shall see, the notion that it was an aristocratic society
favoring the privileged few at the expense of the masses
is far from correct. There was only a rudimentary system
of representation, with most of the officials chosen by lot;
public policy was generally determined by direct vote of
the citizens. Other differences between that democracy
and ours will appear in the course of this study.

Yet we shall also find interesting and significant simi-
larities in the issues that were faced and the solutions that
were reached with more or less success. Certainly many
of the psychological and moral factors were like our own,
as well as basic political and economic ones. And if in
specific ways we shall profit only slightly from their ex-
perience, by adopting some of their methods and avoid-
ing their mistakes, there is real value in relating ourselves
to the democratic tradition, in appreciating the intelli-
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gence and courage of the men who did these things, in
feeling comradeship with those first fighters in the age-
long struggle to achieve democracy.

It is not the purpose of this book to describe in great
detail the political evolution, procedures, or theories of
the Greeks. Many excellent books have been written on
these subjects. They should be consulted, as well as his-
tories of Greece and the original sources (see the List
of Books for Further Reading, on page 267), in order to
make the picture complete. This book aims merely to
study the human values that were sought and realized
by Greek democracy, the chief problems that it faced, the
measure of success and failure that resulted, the validity
of the criticism of it by its own greatest thinkers.

Many translated passages have been included, in order
to let the Greeks speak for themselves. The reader can
judge how effectively they spoke. The translations are my
own, in some cases abridged and rather freely rendered,
with occasional borrowing of apt phrases from other
versions.

In the preparation of this book I have received valu-
able help from my colleagues, Norman O. Brown, Charles
F. Edson, A. D. Winspear, Selig Perlman and Carl Boeg-
holt, and from J. P. Harland and Max Kadushin. To them
I am deeply grateful. I also wish to acknowledge the cour-
tesy of the Classical Journal and the Dalhousie Review
in permitting me to use some material which I have pre-
viously published in those magazines.

My greatest debt remains to be acknowledged. Con-
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temporary Greeks, genuinely democratic in spirit, as I
have good reason to know, have shown by their heroic
resistance against aggression that they are still true to the
finest traditions of their past. Nothing could be more
satisfying to a student of ancient Greece than to see how,
regardless of the odds or the immediate consequences,
men who realize what freedom meant to their ancestors
and means to them will fight to preserve it.

WaALTER R. AcArD
Madison, Wisconsin
October 19, 1941.
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Introduction






WHAT DOES DEMOCRACY

MEAN?

At the foundation of the widely differing systems de-
vised by democratic peoples, there is one essential con-
viction, expressed in the word democracy itself: that
power should be in the hands of the people—political
power (the concept has often been limited to that), eco-
nomic power, social power.

This belief has always been challenged and bitterly
fought by autocrats and those who consider themselves
aristocrats because of superior birth, wealth, culture, or
strength of will. According to them, most people are'in-

3



4 WHAT DEMOCRACY MEANT TO THE GREEKS

capable of exercising such power; they lack the necessary
intelligence, they are swayed by individual caprice and
mass emotion. The self-chosen few have considered the
“mob” as people inferior by nature, or even as sub-men,
and have either pitied or frankly scorned them. This ver-
dict, the autocrats and aristocrats say, is proved valid by
the action of the people when they do exercise control.
Democracies have been inefficient, unable or unwilling
to make use of the experts who are so necessary, espe-
cially in any complicated political and economic system;
they have wasted time in endless discussion when speedy
decisions were urgently required; they have been stupid
or apathetic, so that they have constantly been victim-
ized by so-called public servants. In a word, the mass of
men should, in their own interest, be governed by their
intelligent and efficient betters.

In the face of this indictment what is the justification
for the democratic faith? It is not enough to make merely
a negative defense, to say that autocrats and aristocrats
have also failed in intelligence, efficiency, and honest
public service. Some more positive answer must be given.

Democracy has an answer to give. Admitting its faults
and the need for correcting them, it nevertheless claims
for itself a fundamental validity that no other kind of so-
ciety shares; it asserts that creative activity flourishes best
when ordinary men have a sense of freedom and responsi-
bility, and extraordinary men work in free association
with their fellows. History supports this claim. Our cul-
ture is the consequence of such co-operation among men
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who have recognized their dependence on one another;
out of such association developed language, the arts and
sciences, social institutions. Whenever there has failed to
be a common interchange of ideas through freedom of
speech, a common interchange of appreciations through
artistic freedom, a common interchange of ideals through
freedom of religion, the creative spirit has declined. Au-
tocrats and arbitrary party groups have often controlled
men by means of force; they have temporarily operated
machines of peace or war with great efficiency; by pres-
sure or patronage they have enlisted the services of able
scientists and artists; but they have failed, in the long
run, to stimulate human initiative or foster human hap-
piness because they have denied the values which men
honor most deeply and most deeply need for living and
working.

What are those values? How can democracy give them
the best environment in which to flourish? Let us ex-
amine specifically the axioms of a creative society and
some of the ways in which they can be applied most suc-
cessfully to human living.

1. Each individual has essential importance and worth
as a person. “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,”
if not the natural and absolute rights of every one, are at
least good for every one; it is good to feel free to live and
enjoy oneself in one’s own way, free to express oneself
without restraint or fear, to worship as one chooses, to
have a job that one enjoys doing and to participate in de-
termining the conditions under which one works, to be
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free from the fear of arbitrary coercion and oppression.
These personal values, which must be regarded as rights
unless they are used for anti-social purposes, are superior
to those of property or institutions; “the Sabbath was
made for man, not man for the Sabbath.” It was a pro-
found insight of democracy into human nature that
guaranteed for each individual a sphere of liberty to be
himself; how profound it was may not be realized by
those who take such liberty for granted, but the testi-
mony of refugees from countries in which freedom has
been brutally suppressed reveals the tragedy of its loss.

But we must grant that these freedoms may be mis-
used. When personal privilege conflicts with the welfare
of the community, when men seek only to satisfy their
own desires and become insensitive to the needs of their
neighbors, regulation is required. Anarchy is suicidal. Yet
it remains true that the primary tenet of democracy is
faith in the right of each individual to build for himself
the happiest and most complete life of which he is
capable.

2. Human nature has qualities of intelligence and
good will which can be relied upon. Democracy is opti-
mistic about the ability of men to direct their develop-
ment by the use of reason. This confidence has obvi-
ously been justified in our mastery of nature and in our
scientific, technological and artistic skills. In the field of
social relationships control has been slower and less cer-
tain, because the problems are so much more compli-
cated. But here, too, experience has proved (as we shall
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see later) that people can be trusted to work out useful
solutions when they have sufficient education and re-
sponsibility. Under decent conditions most men may
also be counted on to act honestly and in good faith to-
ward others. There is still enough of the wolf in us, how-
ever, so that any community must be on its guard against
those who may prefer duplicity to fair-dealing,

3. Opportunity is to be provided every person on the
basis of his ability, and on that basis alone. Democracy
recognizes no validity in the prejudices of class, race, or
religion. It regards any standard except that of personal
worth not only as unjust to those who are discriminated
against, but also as socially harmful in rejecting the con-
tribution which such people could make for the enrich-
ment of all. It may be questioned at this point whether
the recognition of individual differences is consistent
with the democratic concept of equality, and of course it
is not if by equality we mean that all men are born with
the same capacity. But no one can reasonably claim that
they are. The democratic concept of equality is this: that
all men deserve equally to be respected as human beings
and given a fair chance to express their ability. But far
from disregarding inequalities of talent, democracy glo-
ries in them, and is hospitable to variety and differences,
realizing how such diversity enriches and vitalizes the
common life. It is the authoritarians who advocate the
principle that all men (except themselves) have been
created equal, on an extremely low level, thereby con-



8 WHAT DEMOCRACY MEANT TO THE GREEKS

demning them to regimentation and destroying their
creative powers.

4. The welfare of the entire community is the aim of
social organization. Collective interests must be pro-
tected against any individual or group which jeopardizes
them, and every special-interest group must be appraised
and treated in terms of its relation to the whole. Since
autocrats and aristocrats have sometimes claimed that
the welfare of the community is their aim, too, and that
they are best fitted to bring it about, we must proceed to
the means by which it may be realized.

5. The judgment of all the people, in the long run, is
both sounder and safer with respect to the general wel-
fare than that of any one person or group. In govern-
ment, industry, and social relations alike, absolutism may
at times be benevolent but it eventually tends to seek its
own interest at the expense of the many, and dangerous
social unrest is likely to follow. What Walter Lippmann
has said regarding the control of industry applies equally
well to other arbitrary rule: “Employers are not wise
enough to govern their men with unlimited power, and
not generous enough to be trusted with autocracy.” *

In the short run, it must be granted, the judgment of
the pcople has sometimes been uninformed and capri-
cious. So democracies have usually come to discipline
themselves with constitutional checks, which give their
judgment time to mature before final action is taken, and
to provide for representative government when the com-
munity is too large for direct action to seem expedient.
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They have also realized the need of using the advice of
experts in various fields, but rightly insist that policy-
making in an inclusive field can never be delegated to spe-
cialists in separate fields; only representatives of the peo-
ple, directly responsible to them, can wisely be trusted
with that function. They have further learned from ex-
perience that they cannot afford to ride rough-shod over
minorities; the resulting discontent and resentment may
threaten the stability of the entire social structure.

6. Sound judgment is most likely to be arrived at by
unhampered access to the facts and by general discussion
of those facts. Access to correct and adequate informa-
tion is the first requirement for the forming of any valid
judgment. The contribution of many minds to the inter-
pretation of such information is inevitably enriching, as
every association of men—scientific, artistic, practical—
has demonstrated. Civil liberties are thus to be regarded,
not as static safeguards, but as dynamic functions. The
unhampered expression of minority opinions is especially
important; failure to heed them leads to dogmatism and
social sterility.

There are two dangers implicit here: people may make
discussion purely a game, a deterrent to action when ac-
tion needs to be taken promptly, or they may become
apathetic and abdicate their responsibility.

In times of crisis, freedom of expression may have to
be curtailed if the commonwealth itself is to survive.
How extreme must the crisis be to limit a function so
individually satisfying and socially useful? A majority de-



10 WHAT DEMOCRACY MEANT TO THE GREEKS

cision of the United States Supreme Court some years
ago set up the “bad-tendency” test: if any utterance has
the tendency to result in criminal action it is illegal. A
minority opinion by Justices Holmes and Brandeis dis-
sented on the ground that intention to bring about a
criminal act, with a clear and present chance of its suc-
cess, must be proved. It would seem that neither opin-
ion gave sufficient weight to the social importance of free
speech. As Donald Meiklejohn has said,? in order to get
a common judgment of value we must refuse no contri-
bution which may be offered; we cannot afford to weaken
“the resourcefulness that depends on variety-and the
toughness that issues from resolution of differences”; to
suppress even ‘“dangerous” ideas would force under-
ground some points of view that may be worth hearing.
In other words, free speech serves a positive purpose in
forming sound community judgments, and should be
suppressed only in time of extreme crisis. Even then, it
may be argued, advocates of any point of view should be
tolerated as long as they are willing to present their case
candidly for open discussion and to abide by the deci-
sions reached by democratic procedure. And certainly
the only agent competent to limit freedom of speech is
the government itself.

7. Once these facts are presented and discussed, de-
cisions for action are most wisely made by deliberative
vote of the majority. The characteristic method of de-
mocracy—the sifting of various opinions, the give and
take of argument, the friendly adjustment of differences
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—requires patience and tolerance, but it gives the best
promise of arriving at acceptable decisions. The alterna-
tives are intrigue and violence, both of which are socially
destructive. These tactics of the authoritarians have been
sometimes used avowedly to accomplish democratic ends;
but democracy recognizes no divorce of ends and means:
the end is revealed by the means, and the means which
are used determine the end. Democracy is true to itself
only when it follows the method of reaching decisions
by free discussion and deliberation, and then abides by
the will of the majority. It will resort to force only as a
temporary necessity against enemies of the democratic
process who use violence or intrigue in an effort to de-
stroy it.

8. A community is most productive when all its abil-
ities are utilized. No party, class or faction has a monop-
oly of talent; we have reason to believe that ordinary
people have reserves of skill and competence which have
rarely been tapped. It is the first duty of a democracy to
devise means for discovering where these talents lie, then
educating them and providing for their functioning
freely and eagerly.

Rigid schemes of standardization must be avoided. In
our economic structure, for instance, it may well be that
no single system is adequate to liberate these abilities;
that private enterprise, producer and consumer co-opera-
tives, industry partly controlled by labor, and government
business may work side by side, each stimulating the
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others to greater public service and releasing the full pro-
ductive capacities of their workers.

There is a danger here of jealousy being directed
against the abler men, a tendency to check legitimate am-
bition, a popular distrust of the expert. Men must be
educated to maintain a respect for every skill and en-
courage its working for the common good.

9. Community health, happiness, and progress are
achieved by the co-operation of the many, not of the few
alone. Men work most effectively and live most zestfully
when they engage, not in ruthless competition, but in
friendly collaboration, not under the domination of an
autocrat, but in the happiness of developing initiative
and realizing the value of what they are doing.

Dr. Walter B. Cannon, in his 1940 presidential ad-
dress before the American Association for the Advance-
ment of Science, drew an interesting physiological anal-
ogy. He declared that in a healthy body myriads of
differentiated cells are organized into functional organs,
all co-operating in a dynamic democracy; that any form
of dictatorship by an individual organ, even the brain,
will lead to degeneration or death. Tyranny in the body
is best illustrated by a tumor, which has its own way for
a time but eventually destroys the organism on which it
lives. So in a healthy society, all individuals and groups
co-operate so as to enable each part to contribute to the
welfare of the whole; no individual or group must be al-
lowed to assume domination over others, for if it does
the entire social organism will suffer.
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It must be granted that democracy is not yet as effec-
tive as it must become in solving the complicated social
and economic problems that have arisen as a result of its
own creative energy, and has been inefficient in directing
social and economic machinery. How to do this better is
a challenge to the ingenuity of free people. Yet a little
immediate efficiency may well be sacrificed for the sake
of preserving greater values. A dictator may produce im-
pressive material results, but at the cost of degrading the
human spirit. Industrial autocracy may produce more
goods, but at a frightful expense in the health and happi-
ness of men, women and children. It is still true, as
Thomas Jefferson said, that “the care of human life and
happiness is the first and only legitimate object of good
government.”

We cannot deny, however, that efficiency is important.
Its best guarantee is expert leadership. There is every rea-
son to believe, judging from the experience of previous cul-
tures as well as our own, that when they are educated to
the need of them democracies can select able leaders and
make full use of the skill of trained specialists. And there
is beyond question greater opportunity for leadership to
reveal itself and be accepted in a free society than under
the jealous eye of a dictator or an arbitrary ruling class.

But more than efhiciency is required to create a dis-
tinguished culture. In the greatest periods of the past this
has been the product of people who have developed the
sense of sharing in a common enterprise, fusing their
diversity of experience into a unity which has trans-
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cended party and class. Sometimes a unifying aim has
been imposed by individuals or groups from above, who
have persuaded or mastered the people by superior will
power and clever manipulation. But experience has
shown that this unity can also evolve from within, and
only when it has done so has it had a substantial basis
and liberated a lasting creative energy. For under such
circumstances individual freedoms realize their most con-
structive social value. Freedom of speech means the re-
sponsible interchange of ideas and formulation of public
policy; freedom of religion means earnest effort to create
a better world; economic freedom means working for the
improvement, not only of the conditions of labor, but
also of means for producing and distributing more and
better goods; the freedom from fear leads to social cour-
age. When the members of a community possess this
spirit of freely participating in a common cause, the
fruits of which they will share, there true democracy
functions.

This involves a constantly self-renewing creative effort.
No period and no generation can simply inherit the re-
sults of previous labor and vision; a society must be dy-
namic or it will degenerate. Here is a true lesson of his-
tory which democracies will disregard at their peril.
When people become satisfied, they grow soft; when
they take their institutions and officials for granted, those
institutions and officials tend to further their own sep-
arate interests; when freedom is no longer regarded as a
precious thing to be devotedly used, it becomes the play-
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thing of individual caprice until it runs the risk of being
destroyed by its enemies. Eternal effort as well as eternal
vigilance is the price of liberty.

Universal education is the chief instrument whereby
understanding of democratic institutions, loyalty to them,
and the will to improve them are woven into the pattern
of social life. In order to fulfill its function, education
must itself be dynamic in character, not only transmit-
ting the traditional values of our culture but also fear-
lessly re-examining and restating them in terms of chang-
ing conditions. And it must be democratic in its methods
as well as its purposes, encouraging free discussion and
differences of opinion, and determining its policies by
the collaboration of students, teachers, administrators,
and the public whom they serve. For unless there is de-
mocracy in education, how can there be education for
democracy?

We must conclude that unless free people continually
re-create their friendly and co-operative unity of spirit,
their devotion to a progressive culture, their eagerness
for public enterprise, their will to protect their institu-
tions against aggression from within as well as from with-
out, they will be (as they have been) the prey of other
societies less generous but more determined, less free but
fanatically united, less richly varied but more powerful in
purpose. Here is a danger to which democracies have
many times in the past succumbed, but one which need
never frighten them so long as they have the will intelli-
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gently and bravely to keep mobilized and on the march
all the human resources at their command.

10. Finally, in relations between communities, includ-
ing international relations, the same principles apply.
The soundest and happiest world organization will be
based on a recognition of the essential importance and
value of each constituent unit; the aim will be the wel-
fare of the entire world; the combined judgment of all
states will be superior to that of any one; this judgment is
most likely to be reached by unhampered access to the
facts and by general deliberation; the world will be most
productive when all its capacities are utilized, and this
will be achieved by the co-operation of all, united in the
sense of sharing a common human enterprise.

On such a foundation can a Community of Nations be
built? In this infinitely more complicated field the same
difficulties and dangers arise as we have seen in the case
of separate communities. But they have already been
mastered on a smaller scale with promising results; and
democracy has faith that they can eventually be over-
come throughout the world, by using the combined
human resources of intelligence, good will, and resolute
determination.

* * *

Such are the values which democracy cherishes. How
far they were actually realized in the society which first
formulated them we shall now proceed to investigate.
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Pioneers






THE TRIBAL AGE

On the plain before the besieged city of Troy, the com-
mon man is first represented in the literature of the West-
ern world as asserting his rights.

The episode occurs in the second book of Homer’s
Iliad. A meeting of the general assembly of the army has
been called by Agamemnon, commander-in-chief of the
expeditionary forces from the Greek tribal states. Realiz-
ing that the long years of effort and suffering have sapped
the morale of his men, that they need to be aroused to
greater ardor if Troy is to be captured, he devises a scheme

19
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to shame them into action; he pretends that he himself
is discouraged, that the venture has been all in vain, and
that they had best sail back home, acknowledging defeat
and dishonor. But the plan was not as sound psychologi-
cally as he believed it would be. The soldiers take him at
his word; they are delighted with the proposal, and rush
enthusiastically to their ships. With great difficulty they
are reassembled. Then a common soldier speaks his mind.

Now all the rest were seated in an orderly fashion in
their places, but Thersites kept babbling on, an end-
less talker, who had a mind full of subversive ideas
and opposed those in authority with whatever words
he thought would make the soldiers laugh. He was
the ugliest of all the men who came to Troy: bow-
legged, lame in one foot, his two shoulders rounded
and hunched over his chest, and his head rising to a
point with only a little fuzz growing on the top of
it. He was most obnoxious to Achilles and Odysseus,
for he used to revile them constantly; but now it
was noble Agamemnon whom he accused with his
shrill voice. The Achaeans were indignant and dis-
gusted with him, but he kept bawling at the top of
his lungs his criticism of Agamemnon: “Son of
Atreus, what are you finding fault with now, and
what more do you want? Your tents are full of
bronze and many picked women, whom we Achae-
ans give you first of all whenever we seize a town.
Or don’t you think you have gold enough, which
some horse-taming Trojan will bring you as ransom
money for his child, after it was I or some other
soldier who took him prisoner and brought him
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here? Or a young girl, for you to keep to yourself
and make love to? (turning to the soldiers) I say it
isn’t right for our commander to bring misery on us.
Oh you weaklings, cowards, women, not men! Let’s
sail home and leave this man here at Troy to enjoy
his precious prizes and find out whether we are of
any use to him or not. Now it’s Achilles that he has
dishonored, a much better man than he is; he has
grabbed Achilles’ girl and taken her away and kept
her for himself. Achilles doesn’t resent it—I'd say he
was slack about that—but if he did (turning to the
king), son of Atreus, you would never insult him
again!” !

In this speech, bitterly assailing the commander-in-
chief to his face, Thersites is telling at least part of the
truth from the point of view of the soldier in the ranks.
Agamemnon had constantly received special privileges,
and his men had gained little reward except suffering
and death for the service they had rendered. But note
the response to it on the part of both the aristocrats and
the people. Odysseus springs at once to the defense of
his fellow-king, not with arguments but with action:

Noble Odysseus promptly came to his side, glared
at him, and rebuked him sternly: “Thersites, you
babbler, you're a shrill speaker in assembly, but I
tell you to restrain yourself and not be so eager all
by yourself to oppose the kings. I don’t believe there
is a viler man than you among all those who came
to Troy with the sons of Atreus. You shouldn’t be
talking about kings and criticizing them and watch-
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ing for a chance to go back home. We don’t know
how affairs here are going to turn out. But you per-
sist in reviling Agamemnon, leader of the army, do
you, because he has been given so many gifts? I tell
you this, and it will happen just as I say, if I find
you talking such nonsense again I will forfeit my
head and no longer be called father of Telemachos
if I don’t take hold of you, strip the clothes from
your back, whip you out of the assembly, and send
you blubbering back to the ships.”

Then with his sceptre he hit him on the back and
shoulders until Thersites crumpled over with tears
rolling down his cheeks. A bloody welt rose up on
his back where the gold sceptre had hit him. He sat
down, frightened and in pain, realizing the useless-
ness of what he had done as he wiped away his
tears. The people, although they were sorry for him,
laughed heartily, and one would say, looking at his
neighbor, “Would you believe it! Odysseus has al-
ways led the way in council and in the field, but this
is by far the best thing he has ever done among us,
when he stopped the mouth of this impudent slan-
derer. Thersites’ reckless spirit won’t lead him on
again to insult our kings.” So spoke the people.?

Odysseus realized that such sentiments as Thersites’
must be checked at once, but he also saw that the man
had insufficient support from his fellows to make him
actually dangerous. To humiliate him and make him ri-
diculous was obviously the best strategy. And the people,
ashamed of their self-appointed spokesman and aware of
the superior power of their leaders, at once dissociated
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themselves from him. One is reminded of the words of
Walt Whitman: “As I stand aloof and look there is to
me something profoundly affecting in large masses of
men following the lead of those who do not believe in
men.” This may not, however, be quite fair to the peo-
ple. It must be remembered that the Iliad was recited at
the courts of princes, and the poet may have added to a
traditional story an ending satisfactory to his audience.

What was the social structure in which such an epi-
sode could take place?

There is some difficulty in visualizing this society,
because the poem in its final form was composed con-
siderably later than the period which it portrays. To dis-
entangle the social customs belonging to the age of tribal
migrations, which the Iliad chiefly records, from those
representing the poet’s own time is far from easy. Thus
it is possible that the fact of a commoner speaking like
Thersites in assembly goes back to a primitive kind of
democracy, and the reaction to his speech is typical of
the poet’s contemporary aristocratic point of view. But
this problem need not greatly concern us; for our pur-
poses we may study the way of life pictured in both the
Iliad and the Odyssey as broadly representative of the
twilight of Greek tribal society.

Those roving warriors, who had swept down from the
northwest into Greece and on to Asia Minor in quest of
plunder, had the simple economy, largely agricultural
and pastoral, of a tribal order. The Iliad, as a story cen-
tered about military exploits, gives few details about or-



24 WHAT DEMOCRACY MEANT TO THE GREEKS

dinary daily life, but there is enough information (espe-
cially in the description of the Shield of Achilles?) to
build up the picture fairly well. We read of shepherds
with flocks of sheep and men tending oxen, of farmers
ploughing, reaping, and cultivating vines. There is some
reason to believe that land was owned by the tribe in
common, and one got a share as long as one worked to
earn it, or it may be that the kings apportioned it on that
basis. Judged from the description of the shield itself,
decorated with silver, tin and gold, craftsmanship had
developed to a high degree of competence; and the ex-
cavations of these early sites have revealed how highly
developed and exquisite this work really was. There are
a few references to slaves, who were captives of war.

The Odyssey pictures a rather more complicated eco-
nomic system. Alcinoiis and Odysseus both have large
personal estates, with war captives, men and women, serv-
ing them as slaves. Relations between master and slave
appear to have been very friendly, the owner and his fam-
ily often working side by side with the slaves; witness the
princess Nausicaid helping her servant girls do the fam-
ily washing, and Odysseus sowing and reaping along with
his men. There is private property; the larger estates are
owned by the king and the heads of the great families,
his noble vassals, and small ones are owned by inde-
pendent farmers; there is also a large class of vagrant day
laborers who own virtually no property. The craftsman
class is increasing; it includes artisans of many kinds. The
fact that queens weave and kings are carpenters indicates
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the respectability of the craftsman’s job. But the most
significant economic development is the beginning of
exchange of goods between foreign traders and the Greek
princes, who, by bartering the products of the farms and
craftsmen’s shops of their native towns with an alien
mercantile class, led the way to the development of busi-
ness as a profession in Greece. In such economic groups
we find the essential pattern of later Greek communities,
although as yet there is little evidence of the competing
interests that were to breed bitter social antagonism a
century later.

In political organization, also, the tribal age has ele-
ments which were modified but not wholly discarded in
the classical period. Each tribal king, to be sure, has su-
preme command, resting largely in the Iliad on his mili-
tary prowess, in the Odyssey on his social and political
sagacity; his position is further protected by his function
as guardian of traditional customs and religious rites. But
the king must consult his council of nobles before he de-
termines any policy of importance, and then must bring
the decision to a general assembly of all the citizens to
get their opinion. It may be argued that the general as-
sembly, probably having no formal vote, lacked any ac-
tual power; but at least it offered the educational value of
public discussion, and undoubtedly in turbulent times
the king and nobles worked hard to justify their policy
before the people, knowing that popular disapproval
would jeopardize or ruin the chances of its success.

Here is the germ of the democratic principle: govern-
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ment with the uncoerced consent of the governed. Fur-
thermore, there was apparently complete freedom of
speech in the assembly for ordinary men, no matter how
critical or even abusive they might be toward their king
and the nobles. It was at an assembly of this sort that
Thersites went perhaps a step too far and suffered for it;
but the amazing thing is that he was allowed to speak at
all as he did. There could be no better evidence of an es-
sential democracy in early Greek life.

The religious concepts of the people were a reflection
of their social organization. Toward their gods, regarded
as a noble group like their own and headed by Zeus the
king, they looked with reverence due the immortals, but
also with the intimacy inspired by men and women es-
sentially like themselves. They believed that the gods
were often at variance with one another, some fighting
with them and others with their enemies, and engaging
in domestic disputes in heaven like theirs on earth. But
even above the gods there was the power of Destiny,
from the decrees of which no man, however brave in bat-
tle or distinguished for wisdom, regardless of his rank or
station, could escape. Living under the constant threat
of Destiny’s ultimate blow, men could only hope and
work to win as much glory as possible before death came.

In the late tribal society the social virtues were in
many respects of a high type. Physical courage was of
course the outstanding excellence while the people were
at war, so Achilles, the foremost fighter, was properly
the hero of the Iliad, even though to us the statesmanlike
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Hector may seem more admirable. But the courage of
the heroes was tempered with kindness; there was a code
of gentlemanly conduct in accordance with which men
tried to live. In battle poison arrows were taboo, the bod-
ies of the slain and the conquered were usually treated
with consideration, captives could be saved from slavery
by ransom, and there were truces for the burial of the
dead. Foes had respect for their opponents; we read of
men fighting bitterly until the day’s end, then giving
gifts to each other and parting, for a time, “reconciled in
friendship.” They also showed a touching deference to
old people, and received suppliants, ambassadors and
other guests with cordial hospitality.

By the time of the Odyssey other virtues were more
necessary: the resourcefulness of mind and stamina of
spirit which Odysseus showed in mastering complex new
situations and dealing with many sorts of alien people.
The admiration shown the Phaeacians for their accom-
plishments in commerce, sports and the amenities of
peace also indicates a new set of social values. In both
epics the quality which restrained the powerful from bru-
tality and the shrewd from greed was aidos—profound
self-respect and respect for others is perhaps as adequate
a translation as can be given. When Hector used the
word in his poignant farewell to Andromache, his wife,
trying to persuade her that he must go out and fight even
at the cost of death, it meant a decent regard for public
opinion, 1 sense of social obligation. Along with this was
the conv :tion that it is the duty of the privileged to be
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generous as well as brave, courteous and hospitable as
well as canny, and, above all, to be loyal to the interests
of their group. In this respect Achilles was far from per-
fect. His essentially tragic experience developed as a re-
sult of his selfish pride. He was justified in deeply resent-
ing the insult to his honor and in punishing Agamemnon
for it, but when he refused to accept Agamemnon’s apol-
ogy and rich gifts of propitiation, and when the defeat
of his comrades in arms failed to move him, then he
aroused the righteous indignation of his fellows. Even
more startling is the frank revelation of the petty as well
as the more heinous vices of the suitors for Penelope’s
hand. Princes and nobles though these men were, they
were never praised, and were eventually punished with
death for their greed, their cruelty, their lack of aidos.
But such criticism must not be regarded as any ex-
pression of popular resentment. The poems, composed
in an aristocratic age for recital at the courts, exemplified
to their audience the code of noble men and deplored
actions which violated that code. What the ordinary peo-
ple did or were was as yet hardly worthy of mention; all
that was asked of them was obedience and loyalty. These
standards of noble conduct we shall find still applied in
later times, but no longer confined to the upper class. By
the fifth century B.c,, the children of the people were
studying the Iliad and the Odyssey, learning to emulate
the courage of Achilles and the nimble wit, curiosity, and
endurance of Odysseus, and many of those upper-class
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ideals had been woven into the social pattern of the
democracy.

For an adequate understanding of the relation of tribal
society to the later Athenian culture, one final observa-
tion must be made before we leave this period. Both the
racial stock and the culture patterns of later Greece were
founded on a mingling of the northern invaders and the
Mediterranean people who inhabited the territory be-
fore they came. Only in recent years have we come to
realize, owing td archaeological discoveries, how greatly
Greek civilization was indebted to the highly developed
commercial and artistic society already existing in that
area, especially on the island of Crete, during the early
infiltration of the northern tribes. The southern tradi-
tion, weakened for a time, was later revived chiefly in
Ionia; the northern persisted in the Dorian settlements
of central and Italiot Greece; but we shall find the finest
expression of the Greck genius in the synthesis of the
two which was ultimately made in Athens.



STORM AND STRESS

From the end of the tribal age to the first experimental
democracy in the sixth century B.c., there was a period
of difficult adjustment to new conditions of living. Each
of the hundreds of towns which had sprung up in the
valleys and on the coast of Greece and Asia Minor and
on the little islands of the Aegean Sea had its own par-
ticular problems; and as they developed into city-states
the topography of the country continued to dictate to
them a large measure of political self-suffiiciency. But one
condition they shared: the poverty of the land, which
30
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was not fertile enough to support a growing population.
And since much of the land was in the hands of the tra-
ditional noble families, there was constant suffering and
discontent on the part of the small independent farmers.

We are fortunate in having the observations of one of
these farmers in the writings of Hesiod, a Boeotian who
lived toward the end of the eighth century B.c. Facing a
world in which the wealth of the few had made them
arrogant and cruel, and the poverty of the many had re-
duced them to distrust of one another, petty dishonesty
and despair, he condemned it bitterly. Long ago, he sur-
mised, there had been a happy golden age, but now men
live in an age of iron. In their degradation they never
cease from toil; friendly relations no longer exist between
people (“Even with your brother, smile, but get a wit-
ness”); the young neglect and scorn their elders; robbery
and perjury are rife; the observance of fair-dealing and
aidos has disappeared. Insolent evil-doers become rich
and honored. Might is regarded as right, and there is no
help for honest men. He compared those who exercise
power to a hawk which has seized a nightingale and bears
it aloft in its talons; to the nightingale’s entreaties it says:

You wretch, why do you complain? One far stronger
than you has hold of you, and you must go wherever
I take you. He is a fool who wills to oppose those
who are more powerful; he never wins, and in addi-
tion to defeat he suffers humiliating misery.?

What can the plain people, weak as they are, do when
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they face oppressors who have such superior resources?
Hesiod offers two solutions. By painstaking work they
can make the best of a cruel world; they can learn how
to wrest the last bit of produce from their mean little
farms; by keen competition in efficient workmanship, by
being thrifty, avoiding debt, planning for the future,
helping their neighbors and keeping their promises, they
can get on tolerably well with their comrades in misfor-
tune. And by sacrificing to the gods it may be that they
will get some help from heaven. For Hesiod cherishes the
hope that human injustice is not disregarded by the gods;
“the immortals are close to men and they observe those
who with crooked judgments grind their fellow men
down.” So he warns the “bribe-devouring judges” to be
fair, the rapacious nobles to mend their ways, lest the
gods visit vengeance on them. Force, he concludes, is the
rule of animals, but to men Zeus has given the principle
of justice, which is a far better way of life even though
temporarily it seems to bring little success to those who
practice it. Hesiod seems more confident of the doom of
the unrighteous than of any bliss for the godly.

Here, as in Homer, we see outspoken criticism of the
noble families, but now it is from a genuine representa-
tive of the underprivileged, who protests, not on personal
grounds, but against a social order; and a divine principle
of justice is declared superior to the human rule of su-
perior might. But the language of protest was not trans-
lated into any program of effective action. In fact, the
peasants were advised to make the best of their present
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lot, in the tenuous hope that ultimately the gods would
redress the balance.

That this was the prevailing attitude of the common
people is further indicated by the rapid spread of a new
popular religion imported from the east toward the end
of the eighth century B.c. The religion of the heroic age
had been the Olympian cults described in the Homeric
poems; people worshiped with sacrifices and prayer a
heavenly tribal order similar to earthly ones, with Zeus
the king surrounded by his noble vassal gods and god-
desses. This faith offered no immortality that men
would desire, no life after death except the shadowy ex-
istence of souls flitting about in the gloom of Hades, de-
prived of the bodies which had made mortal life so glo-
rious; in the Odyssey the soul of Achilles declares that it
would rather live in the world of men as a day laborer
serving a man without property (no mortal existence
could seem meaner to Achilles than that), than be king
among the shades below. This continued to be the official
religion of the city-states; but now the new religion of
Dionysus appeared, with a greater appeal to the masses
of the people. The god Dionysus was not an aristocrat;
he, too, had been scorned and rejected and had suffered
anguish; he had no reproach for the unprivileged, but
gave them his wine which freed them from pain and fear.
And he offered them hope. He was a vegetation god,
whom they could worship in the expectation that their
crops would give a greater yield. And, above all, he prom-
ised a blessed immortality which the humblest of his fol-
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lowers would enjoy, in which they would find release
from their earthly frustration and misery, and win a life
that was divinely happy like that of their victorious god.
Small wonder that this religion found an enthusiastic
following among the common people!

Closely related to the Dionysiac cults were other mys-
tery religions which developed rapidly at this time; those
of Demeter and Persephone at Eleusis and the Orphic
rites won disciples in many parts of the Greek world. The
Eleusinian mysteries included a picturesque ritual which
gave worshipers who participated in it the assurance of
immortal bliss. Followers of Orpheus placed greater em-
phasis on dogma and conduct. According to their faith
all men possess an earthly part, the body, and a divine
one, the soul; the chief object of life is to suppress one’s
lower nature and, by observing an ascetic regimen, cleanse
the soul of earthly stain. As time went on, the control of
the cult by an increasingly powerful group of priests and
their insistence on an esoteric creed and exacting dietetic
restrictions resulted in a loss of interest on the part of the
common people; by nature neither fanatics nor ascetics,
and too independent and ambitious to surrender to domi-
nation by priests, they preferred the more tolerant mys-
tery religions. Consequently Orphism became centered
in exclusive religious brotherhoods.

Moral and religious anodynes, however, could not
check the ferment of social change. The conflict between
aristocrats and the masses grew more critical throughout
the Greek world. Economic inequality based on the
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ownership of land steadily increased, the few reducing
the many to a state of virtual serfdom. In the seventh
century B.C., the invention of coined money accelerated
the cleavage. Many of the noble families, clever in uti-
lizing this new instrument of acquisition, increased their
holdings. But the introduction of coined money was
most important in building up a new class of privileged
people: the merchants, traders, and manufacturers. The
development of new markets required export goods,
which were supplied by increasing the output of oil and
wine and objects of craftsmanship; this in turn led to the
expansion of slave labor at home and the establishment
of colonies abroad, the settlement of which relieved tem-
porarily the overpopulation of the mother cities.

As a result of this economic process, the mercantile
class rose rapidly in importance, challenging the prestige
of the old aristocratic landholding families; but the peas-
ant farmers, lacking capital for the development of their
farms or even for maintenance during bad years, forced
to borrow at high rates of interest and eventually mort-
gage their farms and even offer their own persons as se-
curity, were being driven to a state of slavery. Day labor-
ers were also being exploited by employers who had an
increasing supply of slaves at their command. In conse-
quence the gulf between rich and poor, between the
privileged and the exploited, grew steadily larger; discon-
tent increased among the lower classes, until it flared
into hatred. Meanwhile the merchants, jealous of the po-
litical power of the large landowners, were ready to join
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a coalition against them. The situation was ripe for rev-
olution; all that was lacking was leadership.

This leadership was supplied by the emergence of so-
called tyrants in many parts of the Greek world during
the seventh and sixth centuries B.c. They were men of
superior ability, usually members of aristocratic families,
who, because of feuds with other nobles, the desire to
further their business interests, personal ambition, or a
genuine concern for the welfare of the city and the peo-
ple, organized their personal armies and overthrew the
established oligarchical governments. Their own practice
of government, ostensibly and for the most part actually
in the interest of the oppressed, was autocratic to varying
degrees. In the early Greek sense of the word, tyranny
meant simply rule acquired and held by unconstitutional
means, and the exercise of such power was oppressive
chiefly in that it restricted the control formerly held by
the nobility. Often the tyrant was aided to power by a
coalition of the masses and the new business interests,
both of which desired the overthrow of the traditional
aristocracy, and his rule was usually conciliatory in char-
acter, since its continuance depended on avoiding too
bitter resentment on the part of any class. But to avoid
resentment on the part of the old nobility, as they saw
their ancestral privileges wrested from their hands, was
next to impossible; the ambition of the mercantile class
was difficult to keep in check; and the plain people were
still not satisfied with their economic status. So the lot
of the tyrants was, at best, not a very happy one. That
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they lived in constant fear of ambitious rivals is indicated
by the advice attributed to Periander of Corinth, to cut
down all stalks of grain that tower above the rest. They
made a great contribution, however, by limiting the
power of the old oligarchy; thus they were the forerun-
ners of popular government.

In the lyric poems of the period we find a revealing
record of the turbulent events and men’s reaction to
them. The fact that poets were now voicing their own
judgment on the contemporary world rather than sing-
ing of the heroic past is itself an indication of the new
spirit of the times; and in their emphasis on the right of
the individual to find happiness in his own way they con-
tributed a liberalizing influence: Archilochus, the roving
soldier of fortune, praising the adventurous life; Mim-
nermus proclaiming the validity of the pursuit of pleas-
ure; Sappho creating uninhibited expression for her inner
experience. Although most of them were from aristo-
cratic families and might have been expected to oppose
the rising power of the mercantile class and the people,
only a few expressed themselves on politics, but those
who did so were violently partisan. The career of Alcaeus
of Mitylene is characteristic of the politically-minded
poets. When he was a young boy his brothers led in the
overthrow of a tyrant, and Alcaeus himself fought un-
successfully against the later tyrant, Myrsilus, in the civil
war that raged at the end of the seventh century. In ex-
ile he wrote a poem which compared his country to a
ship lashed by furious winds; in such a storm what can a
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noble person do, he asks, except drink to drown his sor-
rows and resolve to be loyal to the good old virtues which
shall yet save the ship of state? After the death of Myrsi-
lus, Alcaeus came to terms for a time with the succeed-
ing tyrant, Pittacus. Pittacus was a man of the people, of
whom the millers sang as they worked:

Grind, mill, grind,
For Pittacus, too, grinds his grain,
The ruler of great Mitylene.

He wisely tried to reconcile the differences between the
conflicting elements in his city. But Alcaeus was temper-
amentally unable to endure such a compromise with his
aristocratic ideals, and soon was insulting the tyrant as
“base-born,” describing his physical ugliness and his un-
savory habits, and foretelling the ruin of the country
under his leadership. He was again banished, but toward
the end of Pittacus’ ten years of rule received amnesty
along with his fellow exiles.

Another opponent of democratic development, more
vehement in his antagonism, was Theognis, a noble who
suffered from the death of his friends and the loss of his
property in the civil wars of Megara. Who can endure, he
wrote, seeing base men in power, the shameless rabble
ruling, the crew of the ship of state in mutiny seizing
command and plundering the cargo? These men who
used to troop to town dressed in skins and hides, docile
as cattle and unaware even that laws exist, now have con-
trol over us and have reduced us to poverty and impo-
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tence. Believing that the popular revolt was due to the
inertia, lack of courage, and compromising attitude of the
aristocrats, he exhorted them to revive their ancient vir-
tues of loyalty to their class, honor, and fighting spirit,
and to add to these a new diplomacy and ruthlessness.
Beguile your enemy with fine words, he said, but when
you get him in your power don’t spare him; trample on
the empty-headed mob, whip and yoke them,; that is the
treatment they understand and really like; if necessary,
assassinate their leaders. “Oh, let me drink the dark blood
of those enemies who robbed me of my property!” was
his savage conclusion. -

Such, in fact, were the tactics which the gentlemen of
Megara and the other cities during those days of revolu-
tion used in an effort to retain their power, and through-
out a long period of civil war they at times succeeded.
But against the rising tide of democracy their methods
had little chance of ultimate success.

Other poets, less partisan and inflexible, found it agree-
able to live under the patronage of the tyrants, and aban-
doned political verse for the less dangerous themes of
love and wine. Foremost among them were Ibycus, who
accepted the hospitality of Polycrates, tyrant of Samos,
and Anacreon, who drifted from one tyrant’s court to an-
other, writing popular songs. It was now the aristocrats
rather than the ordinary people who were finding refuge
from their frustration, in the anodyne of enjoying the
good things of life which they could still salvage from the
wreckage of their former largess.
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A further reflection of the prevailing economic and po-
litical unrest is seen in the speculation of the first phi-
losophers. Some of them, in general sympathy with the
trend of the times, challenged traditional beliefs and
began to interpret the universe in terms of change and
process. Others, doubtless feeling a sense of profound in-
security as they saw their familiar world in danger of al-
teration, either tried to justify the status quo by associat-
ing it with universal principles, or, when changes came,
sought consolation in their turn as the plain people and
the poets had done. The people had found theirs in the
mystery religions, the poets in singing of love and wine
and adventure; but these philosophers, intellectually
more exacting, satisfied their need by conceiving the uni-
verse as essentially invariable, set in a pattern of perma-
nence, and by characterizing as illusory what our senses
tell us is change.

In philosophy, as in lyric poetry, the Ionian cities took
the lead, owing to the faster tempo of development in
that part of the Greek world. In Ionia were sea-ports in-
viting exploration and commerce and located within easy
reach of challenging markets; there farming soon became
less rewarding than trade. As a result of the prevailing
spirit of adventure, which was rapidly weaving new social
and economic patterns, inquisitive men became fasci-
nated by the problem of the relation of permanence to
process and tried to solve it on intellectual grounds.
What is the material of which the world is made? they
asked. How can we account for the fact that it assumes
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so many constantly changing forms? Are there principles
in accordance with which this process works? What re-
lation have they to traditional interpretations?

To examine their answers in detail would be outside
the range of this study, but some of their attitudes and
conclusions have social implications which cannot be ig-
nored, especially their attack on conventional religion,
their faith in human reason, and their belief in an evolu-
tionary process.

Anaximander surmised that man had developed from
a primitive aquatic form. Xenophanes, dismissing anthro-
morphic conceptions of the gods as ridiculous, stated his
belief that “by investigation we discover all things,” thus
dealing a severe blow to the Orphic claims of divine reve-
lation. He also criticized the morals of the gods as de-
scribed by Homer and Hesiod. From the observation of
fossils in rocks he deduced that the earth had gone
through a process of change before reaching its present
condition.

Perhaps the most profound of the Ionian philosophers
was Heraclitus, who declared that the essential quality of
life is change. “Everything is in a state of flux,” caused
by a never-ending strife between opposites; the only per-
manence lies in a principle of balance which keeps any
one factor from securing too great or long-continued
dominance. This obviously has social relevance as a warn-
ing against excessive power being allowed to get in the
hands of any one class. The fragments of his philosophy
which scornfully deny the intelligence of the masses
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(they are evil, they lack wisdom, they say “Let there be
no best man among us”) suggest that he was apprehen-
sive lest the scales should tip very far in that direction.

Regardless of the political views of these early scien-
tists, such speculation led to the liberation of men’s
minds and provided a congenial environment for the in-
tellectual developments which followed. By the fifth cen-
tury Democritus was expounding the atomic theory,
Empedocles was distinguishing four elements, Anaxago-
ras was positing a “mind” in the universe that was
merely a kinetic sort of matter, and Hippocrates, a genu-
inely scientific doctor, having denied that there are any
diseases sent by the gods, was methodically studying the
process of change in the condition of his patients. It is
perhaps significant that many of these men were political
liberals. Democritus believed in the principle of equality,
Empedocles helped overthrow the oligarchy in Agrigen-
tum, and Anaxagoras was a close friend of Pericles.

But the Ionian interpretations of an evolving world
were by no means universally accepted. In the cities of
Southern Italy, where Dorian institutions were firmly im-
planted, where a dominant nobility was entrenched in
power and rich lands favored a conservative agricultural
economy, and where temperaments were less volatile,
there was a vigorous defense by intellectuals of the thesis
that the world is essentially unchanging. The doctrines of
the Pythagoreans and Eleatics may be understood, partly
at least, in the light of social patterns which were con-
genial to the philosophers; these thinkers were not unaf-
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fected in their theorizing about eternal values by the ac-
tual political structure of which they were a part.

The Pythagoreans interpreted the world in terms of
order and symmetry, based on fixed mathematical ratios,
and found a similar satisfactory order and symmetry in
existing aristocratic schemes of government. Adopting
the Orphic faith, they used it likewise to justify their
social theory. As the body must be held in subjection by
the soul, so in every society there must be wise and be-
nevolent masters over obedient and grateful inferiors—and
of course they had no doubt as to who were qualified to
be the masters. Their religious brotherhoods became a
powerful political influence in Italiot Greece, a training
school for aristocratic leadership.

The Eleatics tried to demonstrate that change is an
illusion. There are two ways of life, Parmenides said, one
of opinion, the other of truth. Opinion regards the ap-
parently variable world as real, but truth assures us that
Being is eternal and unchanging. Justice “holds every-
thing fast.”” It is significant that he was not merely an ab-
stract philosopher; he also wrote the code of law for his
own city in order to stabilize its life. And Zeno, who de-
fended the same thesis by a clever series of paradoxes, is
recorded as having opposed a popular leader who was
probably no match for him in argument, but did have a
conviction that changes were advisable, whether or not a
theory of change could be proved by an intellectual dem-
onstration.



THE RISE OF THE

COMMON MAN

There were interesting developments toward democracy
in many parts of the Greek world, but since the Athenian
experiment was the most far-reaching in its consequences
we shall confine ourselves chiefly to its evolution from
this point on.

Athens went through the same economic changes
which we have already surveyed, but without the ex-
treme violence which elsewhere often accompanied the
rise of the mercantile and laboring classes and their
undermining the power of the landowning aristocrats.

44 :
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Among several reasons for the relatively peaceful revolu-
tion in Athens, one is doubtless the fact that the late
tribal invasions of the Dorians, with their stern subjec-
tion of the local inhabitants whom they conquered, never
penetrated into Athens. An important factor was the
rapid expansion of trade, which resulted in opportunities
for the surplus farm population to be absorbed in city
craftsmen’s shops. Another was the emergence of liberal
leaders during periods of crisis.

In the early days the chief communities in the territory
of Attica became fused into a unified state with Athens
as its capital city. This may have occurred under the
leadership of King Theseus, who, according to tradition,
was a benevolent and democratically minded ruler.
When, at the beginning of the sixth century B.c., the
plight of the peasants became acute and it was realized
that revolution threatened, another wise leader met the
situation with far-sighted common sense. This was Solon,
himself of a wealthy family, who by general consent was
given temporary dictatorial powers as an arbitrator to re-
lieve the distress of the dispossessed. He has properly
been called the father of democracy. By prompt and, de-
cisive action he restored self-respect to the desperate
farmers and laid the foundations for the future dem-
ocratic constitution.

First he cancelled all debts which involved the security
of a man’s person, and made it illegal for such security to
be asked or given thereafter. He proceeded to fix limits
on the amount of land that any one person could own,
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and restricted the display of wealth. From a fragment of
his writings we gather that he considered an excess of
money to be the root of at least many evils. These eco-
nomic reforms were of a moderate sort, satisfying neither
the rich who wanted debts paid in full nor the poor who
demanded a complete redistribution of land, but they
were adequate to remedy the acute disbalance of the
Athenian economic structure. His political reforms were
also moderate, but they carried far-reaching implications.
Office was still open only to the upper economic orders,
but the poorest class was now given a voice in the elec-
tion of officials and participation in courts which re-
viewed and judged the acts of the magistrates.

But it was more than the specific reforms of Solon
that brought harmony to a distraught community. The
character of the man was also responsible for restoring
confidence. It will be useful to examine somewhat in de-
tail the qualities that made him an effective popular
leader.

First must be accounted the intellectual curiosity and
fair-mindedness which refused to be fettered by class
prejudice or custom. In his youth he engaged in trade,
according to Plutarch, more to get experience and knowl-
edge of the world than to make money, and even in his
old age he himself wrote, “I grow old always learning
many new things.” Plato in the Timaeus records an inci-
dent which confirms the fact that Solon never outgrew
an engaging curiosity and enthusiasm; in the course of
his travels in Egypt a venerable priest said to him, per-
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haps enviously, “Oh, Solon, Solon, you Greeks are al-
ways children. There isn’t an old man among you, you
are all young in spirit.” ! And in his declining years he
came to realize even the good that the tyrant Pisistratus
was doing for the common people of Athens.

Next was a genius for reconciling differences, certainly
one of the chief requirements for democratic leadership.
He allied himself with neither the rich nor the poor, but
kept the respect of the rich because of his wealth and
won the respect of the poor because of his obvious hon-
esty and desire to help them. When urged to assume
tyrannical power he refused, on the ground that he had
no faith in violence. Tyranny is doubtless a lovely situ-
ation to be in, he said ironically, but it has no exit. He
preferred instead to be able to say this: “I have given the
common people sufficient power to assure them of dig-
nity, and I have protected those of great wealth and in-
fluence. I took a firm stand, holding my stout shield over
both classes, so that neither should win any unfair advan-
tage.” Here for the first time the theory was stated that
government is an impartial arbiter, reconciling conflicting
interests. “Equality,” he declared, meaning equality be-
fore the law, “breeds no revolution.” When his hopes
were ridiculed by a visitor, who denied that injustice and
greed could be checked by laws, since like spiders’ webs
they restrained the weak but were easily broken by the
strong, Solon replied that his aim was to demonstrate
that the practice of justice was actually more profitable
than its violation. He also had a keen sense of practical
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politics. When asked if he had enacted the best laws, he
said, “The best that could have been acceptable to the
people.” The Greek virtue of moderation was never
better realized than by Solon.

He won leadership because he respected the common
virtues: family devotion and a sense of private and public
decency. Property rights he genuinely held as inferior to
human rights; in fact the love of wealth he considered
essentially vulgar. This is illustrated by Herodotus’ charm-
ing account of his visit to Croesus, the fabulously
wealthy king of Lydia.? Croesus, after entertaining Solon
by displaying his treasures, asked him whom he consid-
ered the happiest man he had ever met, expecting to be
properly congratulated; but Solon named instead a sim-
ple Athenian who had led a normal life with his family
and met death bravely fighting for his country; next to
him he named two Argive lads who died after showing
surpassing devotion to their mother. In his writings we
find this comment: “Often unjust men are rich and just
men poor, but we will not exchange our virtue for their
money, since excellence is a lasting thing, but wealth
changes owners constantly.”

What was “our virtue’? Personal honesty and a sense
of social duty. That ¢ity is best, he declared, in which
men who are not wronged exert themselves to punish a
wrongdoer. He enacted a law providing that every one in
time of public controversy must take sides on pain of
being disfranchised, on the principle that no man must
be so concerned about his private affairs that he is indif-
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ferent to the public welfare; another law aimed to pro-
mote friendlier relations by making slander a crime.

Finally, he had great courage: courage not to make too
great concessions to the powerful in fear of what they
might do to him, or to accede to the excessive demands
of those who chose him as their champion. “I combine
justice and force,” he declared, realizing that all the good
will in the world is ineffective without prompt and de-
cisive action. And he won his way, not by flattery, but by
candor; he made the people face their faults. It was for-
tunate indeed that in such a time of emergency Athens
found such a leader.

In spite of Solon’s efforts, however, the cure was not a
permanent one. It had removed the most flagrant eco-
nomic injustice, but it failed to provide an adequate pro-
gram of opportunity for the people; and in the wake of
the moderate political reforms there was renewed party
strife. Following the customary Greek pattern, a tyrant
came into power during the last half of the sixth century
B.C. Organizing his own army, consisting chiefly of the
poorest peasants with the co-operation of some members
of the mercantile class, Pisistratus established order by
setting up a system which, while retaining in general the
framework of previous procedures, made the aristocrats
ineffective by placing them under his control. He was, it
may be said, the first Athenian practical politician in the
modern sense of the word. Realizing that his continu-
ance in power depended on popular approval, he offered
the people what the nobility had never had either the
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wish or the sense to provide; he encouraged small indus-
tries and commerce; he stimulated trade by importing
expert craftsmen; he instituted a program of public
works to improve living conditions and beautify the city;
he created more interesting and varied festivals for their
enjoyment, and arranged for the recital of the Iliad and
the Odyssey at the greatest of the religious festivals, the
Panathenaea, to aid in making Athens a cultural capital.
As a result of this genuine public service he remained in
power, except for two periods of exile, until his death.
The people knew that he had made life richer and more
productive for them, and they appreciated it.

Why, then, did the tyranny collapse so soon after his
death? Partly because his sons lacked his political and so-
cial genius; they failed to realize that their power was
contingent on their using it in ways acceptable to the
people, and turned it instead to their own purposes.
Partly because they were no longer needed; the power of
the aristocrats had been seriously weakened. Most of all,
perhaps, because the majority of business and working
people had been educated to a sense of their own impor-
tance and were now ready to control the institutions of
the city.

This they did under the leadership of Cleisthenes in
the final years of the sixth century. Like so many leaders
of democratic movements in Athens, he came from a
noble family, but he understood the trend of the times
and chose to direct rather than oppose it. The first need
was to destroy the factionalism based on old group loy-
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alties. Cleisthenes worked out a scheme of geographical
distribution which cut across the former divisions, and
formed new units each one of which included represent-
atives from all of the former class groups of small and
large landholders, business men and craftsmen, and
workers on the coast. Thus by a shrewd administrative
device people of different classes and conditions were
forced to act in common. One can imagine that men in
those days criticized the scheme on the ground that hu-
man nature can never be changed. but Cleisthenes ap-
parently did change it. The new constitution which was
adopted provided for participation of more citizens of
Athens in its government on a basis of equality. The
public assembly became the law-making body; the chief
executive functions were entrusted to a representative
people’s council of five hundred members, chosen an-
nually by lot, fifty from each of the new units; judicial
functions were controlled by people’s juries, selected
from an annual panel of six thousand citizens chosen by
lot from the same units. Minor executive officials were
also chosen by lot from the roster of citizens; only the
Board of Generals was elected. More important than the
actual machinery of government was the principle which
was responsible for it: that all Athenians hereafter should
share in the control of their way of living. Democracy had
at last come into its own.

It was chiefly due to this responsible and confident
citizenry that the invasion of Greece by the Persian
armies and navy was repelled at Marathon and Salamis.
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The reason why the seeming miracle was accomplished
is indicated by Herodotus, the historian of the Persian
wars. The King of Persia, he writes, was governed by out-
rageous pride (hybris), employing subject peoples to ac-
complish his will. Such absolute rulers, being answerable
only to themselves, oppress their people and make them
weak in spirit. But the Greeks were strong because among
them liberty and equality were considered the most im-
portant things in the world. He pictures the Athenians
replying to agents of the Persian King: “We know as
well as you do that the power of your king is far greater
than our own. Nevertheless, because we love liberty, we
shall fight as best we can.” ® It was not by chance that
the Athenians had the courage to make a reply like that.
Herodotus explains: “So the Athenians increased in
strength. It is obvious, not from their example only, but
from many others, that freedom is a good thing; for even
the Athenians, as long as they were under a tyrant’s yoke,
were not one bit braver than any of their neighbors, but
as soon as they shook off their yoke they became by far
the first. While living under oppression they let them-
selves be beaten, because they were working for a master;
but when they won their freedom each man wanted to
do the best he could, because he knew that he would en-
joy the fruits of his effort.” * Herodotus makes it clear
that they had more than the will to win. They had also
prepared intelligently under the leadership of the demo-
crat, Themistocles, by building up their naval strength to
the full extent of their resources.
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Although Herodotus showed in many instances his aver-
sion to absolute government and was obviously less than
fair to Pisistratus, it is impossible to discover just where
his own sympathies lay. In one passage he describes a
debate in which representatives of monarchy, oligarchy
and democracy present the claims for those systems of
government. The democrat argues that government
should be in the hands of all the people, because the rule
of one man is neither just nor agreeable; answerable to
nobody, he becomes arrogant, oppressive, jealous of the
best citizens, the prey of flatterers and sycophants, law-
less. In a democracy, however, the people enjoy and profit
from sharing responsibility. The oligarch admits that
monarchy is bad, but declares that it is equally disas-
trous to entrust government to the people, who are igno-
rant and wayward and who themselves become oppressive.
It is best for the ablest citizens to rule (they of course
include us, he says), for their wise counsel will serve the
best interests of all. Monarchy is then urged on the
ground that small ruling groups develop strife among
themselves in their ambition for power, and in a democ-
racy pressure groups are formed which stop at nothing
in trying to get what they want for themselves; the one
wisest man should have supreme power. Herodotus did
not take sides, and in view of his wide experience in
sympathetically recording the local customs of many
places he doubtless held that no single policy of govern-
ment would suit all people; but it is likely that he favored
a moderate democratic constitution, in which the pop-
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ular will was held in firm check and in which there was a
deep respect for established customs, a government of
laws rather than of men.

The leading poets who celebrated the victory over
Persia were Simonides and Aeschylus. Aeschylus’ play,
the Persians, was entirely devoted to this theme, pictur-
ing the dismay at the Persian court when news of the
defeat of Xerxes’ armada at Salamis was announced. It
includes the stirring battle-song of the Greek sailors as
their fleet took the offensive in the early dawn:

On, sons of Greece, free your fatherland, free your
children, your wives, the shrines of your ancestral
gods, the tombs of your forefathers. Now is the su-
preme struggle for everything we cherish.®

The moral lesson which Aeschylus drew from the inva-
sion which failed was summed up in this judgment on
Xerxes: “Pride, after it blossoms, produces fruit of doom
and a harvest of tears.”

Simonides, an Ionian poet who spent a good part of his
life in Athens, was the poet laureate, so to speak, of the
period of the Persian wars; the best of his tributes praise
the men who fought at Marathon, Thermopylae, Salamis
and Plataeca. In terse couplets he declared that the
Spartans at Thermopylae, like good soldiers, died while
obeying orders; of the Athenians who fell at Marathon
and Salamis he wrote:

If the man who does what is best is rightfully hon-
ored, it is the people of Athens alone who deserve
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credit for having carried this thing through . . . They
took the lead in fighting for Greece, they scattered
the might of Persia and its wealth . . . The sons of
Athens saved their land from bitter slavery.

For the heroes of Plataea he composed this tribute:

If to die nobly is the greatest good one can do one’s
country, to us of all men Fortune gave this boon; for,
eager to crown Hellas with liberty, here we lie, en-
joying ageless glory.

and on the official memorial were inscribed these words:

This altar the Greeks erected to our Zeus of Free-
dom, the god of a free Greece, after their triumph
drove the Persians away.

He outlined no political theory, but implied one when
he declared that “the community is the teacher of men.”
He also praised the responsible citizen “in hands and feet
and mind four-square and without a flaw . . . who freely

chooses to do nothing harmful . . . the healthy man
who knows how important a thing is justice within his
city.”

The defeat of Persia was essentially a democratic vic-
tory. It was common men of Athens who led the way in
removing the threat of slavery from all Greece. Among
the other Greek states there were a few which considered
resistance against such a formidable enemy as the Per-
sian Empire to be hopeless, and were ready to accept the
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best terms they could get; and even the oracle at Delphi
advised the Athenians not to resist. In Athens itself some
of the wealthier people, fearing democratic control by
their fellow citizens more than foreign domination, were
pro-Persian. But men who had come to realize the obliga-
tions as well as the privileges of liberty, led by a democrat
whose courage was matched by his intelligence, refused
to yield to despair; when their country was invaded and
devastated by the Persians they fought all the harder; and
the victory which they won justified their faith in them-
selves and guaranteed for their children the opportunity
to build a greater commonwealth.



« PART TWO »

Athens:
Democracy and Empire






PERICLES’ PLATFORM

For over thirty years, until his death in 429 B.c., another
aristocrat by birth threw in his lot with the cause of the
people and was the leader of the Athenian democracy.
Pericles held no office except that of Strategos (General),
but exercised his powerful influence in the determination
of policy by his leadership in the assembly. What was
his conception of the aims of Athens? Before analyzing
how the democratic institutions actually worked, it will
be interes ' ing to see how Pericles wanted them to work.
The best statement is given in the speech reported by
59
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Thucydides, which was delivered on the occasion of the
burial of the soldiers who had died for their country dur-
ing the first year of the Peloponnesian War.

After a modest disclaimer of his ability to do justice to
those who had made this sacrifice, for “acts deserve acts,
not words of praise, in their honor,” Pericles paid tribute
to their forefathers and their contemporaries who had
built up the state which now flourished. Then he pro-
ceeded to describe the sort of training which produced
them and the political institutions and way of life which
created this greatness.

Our government [he said] is called a democracy, be-
cause its administration is in the hands, not of the
few, but of the many. Yet, although all men are
equal in the sight of the law, they are rewarded by
the community on the basis of their merit; neither
social position nor wealth, but ability alone, de-
termines the service that a man renders. As we are
liberally minded in our public life, so in our per-
sonal relations with one another we are generous; for
we are not resentful nor do we look with disapproval
when our neighbor enjoys himself in his own way,
but are friendly and tolerant. In public matters we
acknowledge the restraint of reverence, we are obedi-
ent to those who are in authority and to the laws,
especially those laws which protect the less priv-
ileged and those unwritten ones whose transgres-
sion is admittedly shameful.

But our city goes further than this. We have
provided education and recreation for the spirit:
athletic and religious festivals throughout the year,
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and beauty in our public buildings, which delight
our hearts day by day and banish sadness.

Our city is so great that the products of all the
world flow into it, and we are happy in enjoying the
fruits of other lands as well as of our own.

In our military policy we are similarly outstanding.
We open our city to all the world, and never exclude
any one from observing even what might be useful
to him in a military way; for in an emergency we rely
less on material devices than on our native courage.
Our education also differs from that of our enemies.
From childhood they laboriously discipline them-
selves in courage; but we, enjoying freedom, are none
the less ready to face any danger when it comes. If,
then, we choose to face peril with a liberated mind
rather than after rigorous discipline, depending on
courage which develops from our whole manner of
life instead of state-made compulsion, the gain is
ours: we avoid facing troubles until they come, and
when they do come we meet them as bravely as our
painfully toiling rivals.

We love beauty without extravagance and wisdom
without weakness of will. Wealth we regard as an
opportunity for public service rather than a cause for
boasting, and poverty as not a shameful thing to
acknowledge but a disgrace only if one does not try
to overcome it. Our citizens are interested in both
private and public affairs; concern over personal
matters does not keep them from devoting them-
selves also to the community. In fact we regard the
man who does no public service, not as one who
minds his own business, but as worthless. All of us
share in considering and deciding public policy, in
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the belief that debate is no hindrance to action, but
that action is sure to fail when it is undertaken with-
out full preliminary discussion. Consequently we
show the utmost initiative in what we do and the
utmost deliberation in what we plan. Other people
are bold through ignorance, and hesitate when they
stop to reflect, but those must rightly be regarded
as most courageous who realize clearly what they
face, yet do not shrink from danger. In our attitude
toward neighboring states we are most generous, for
we acquire friends, not by receiving favors, but by
conferring them, with no self-interest in mind but in
a spirit of confident liberality.

To sum it up, I claim that our city is an educa-
tion to all Greece, and that every man among us is an
example of independence of mind, versatility of ac-
complishment, and richly developed personality.*

Pericles went on to say that it was to save such a city
and such a way of life that these soldiers died, and he
pointed out the lesson for those who survived, that they,
too, with so much at stake, must emulate the dead in
sacrificing their own interests to the welfare of the city.

You must prove how precious such a spirit of de-
votion is, not by listening to the praise of heroes, but
by daily appreciating the city’s greatness, by falling in
love with her as you see her, by realizing that her
greatness is due to men of courage who know their
duty and discipline themselves in its performance.
Judging freedom to be happiness, and courage to be
the creator of freedom, it remains for you not to fear
any risks, but to rival what these men have done.?



PERICLES. PLATFORM 63

So, he concluded, there is no reason to commiserate
with the parents of the dead; life is hazardous at best, but
they have known happiness and now know a noble
sorrow. If possible they must have more children to
serve and protect the city; and those who have families
may be expected to work and plan most seriously since
they have a greater stake in the welfare of the common-
wealth. He added a word to the bereaved women, giving
them advice which seems cold comfort: “Great is your
glory if you do not lower your womanly nature and if
men do not talk about you either in praise or blame.”
Finally he announced that the city would bring up the
children of the dead at public expense.

This speech must, of course, be regarded partly as war
propaganda, and it doubtless pictures a city more ideal
than real; but in any event it describes the sort of city
that Athenians would be willing to work and to die for.
Is it a genuine democracy?

Judging by the assumptions outlined in the Introduc-
tion we must conclude that it is, in many respects. A
large measure of personal freedom is granted each individ-
ual; the welfare of the entire community is the major
interest of the city; the considered judgment of the peo-
ple, based on free and full discussion, creates its policies;
all abilities are utilized, the contribution of each enrich-
ing the happiness of all; the citizens feel that they have
a stake in this society, which offers them so much and
limits them so little, and are united in devotion to the
political, economic, and cultural mission of Athens. With
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regard to foreign policy Pericles failed to take a corre-
spondingly democratic attitude; he regarded Athens, not
as a collaborator with her neighbors, but rather as their
beneficent teacher and charitable superior.

If the picture drawn by Pericles were a true one of the
Athens of his day, we might without hesitation acclaim
the city as an admirable realization of democratic ideals.
How true it was we shall proceed to investigate.

But there is one other question which should be an-
swered first. In the history of democracies it is perhaps
without parallel for one man to have exercised continuous
leadership for so long a time. What was the secret of
Pericles’ influence with the Athenian people?

From the account given by Thucydides and Plutarch,
and to a lesser extent by various other writers, it would
appear that with two exceptions, the persuasiveness of his
golden voice and his measures to provide work, pay and
play for the people, he was not the typical democratic
politician. His best friends were intellectuals and artists,
such as Anaxagoras the physicist, Damonides the music
critic, and Phidias the sculptor. He married a foreigner,
Aspasia, regarding whom there was constant gossip of a
most unfavorable sort, doubtless encouraged by the aris-
tocratic cliques. In him there was an unusual combina-
tion of aloofness and gentleness in dealing with his asso-
ciates. Yet he exerted such influence that Thucydides de-
clared that under him Athens, a city famous for its shift-
ing tides of public opinion, “although in name a democ-
racy was virtually a government by its greatest citizen.”
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Regardless of their personal attitude toward him, the
people could not be unaware of the value of his positive
program. “Adequate pay for public service” was a plank
in his platform which made it possible for even the
poorest citizen to participate in state office. By providing
festival grants, Plutarch says, “he amused the people like
children, with far from vulgar pleasures.” He created op-
portunities for those who were idle at home to become
more effective as colonists abroad. Most important of all
was his great program of public works, which he justified
on the ground that it would glorify the city and, in the
process, put the money of the city at the service of the
people who needed it most and provide a great variety of
jobs suited to their talents. Plutarch bears witness to the
enthusiasm generated among the workers by this pro-
gram, which liberated the energies of all sorts of crafts-
men and resulted in buildings many of which stand to-
day as evidence of the “everlasting glory” that Pericles
envisaged.

Although he was thoroughly committed to the foreign
policy of the democracy: expansion and the military pro-
tection of markets to increase Athenian trade and indus-
try, even at the cost of war, his course as he continued in
power became tempered with prudence; he did not advo-
cate alarming risks, and often opposed what seemed to
him adventures which promised gains beyond the capac-
ity of the city to consolidate. Pleading for patience he once
said, “If you will not listen to me, you will be wise to heed
that wisest of all advisers, Time.” And yet, with all his con-
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ciliatory tactics, on certain points he was adamant. He
made no concessions to the aristocrats when they opposed
imperialistic expansion and favored appeasement with
oligarchical Sparta, or when they bitterly opposed his
public-works program, charging that he “played fast and
loose with public funds.” He likewise restrained the
radical democratic elements which thought the pace of
spending and expansion was too slow. There was little for
him to fear directly from the aristocrats, but at times
popular resentment flared into opposition that was dan-
gerous to his policies and to him personally. The people
criticized him for marrying Aspasia; probably duped by
aristocrats who wished to embarrass Pericles they forced
the banishment of his best friends, Anaxagoras, Damo-
nides and Phidias, and at one time fined him and de-
prived him of his generalship. But for the most part his
leadership was acceptable to them; they were charmed
by his eloquence and they had confidence in his ability.

The way in which he dealt with opposition is shown
clearly in the speeches on war policy reported by Thucy-
dides. Pericles believed that negotiation with Sparta was
impossible, that if Athens yielded on any important point
Sparta would mercilessly press her advantage. He ac-
cepted—even welcomed—the war as inevitable, and had
no doubt that it could be won by maintaining control of
the sea and fighting a defensive war on land. “We must
not lament the loss of our houses and farms,” he declared,
“the important thing is to save our men.” So he brought
the farmers inside the city walls while the Athenian fleet
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guarded the empire and harassed the enemy. The farmers
became indignant when they saw their fields and homes
being ravaged; at one time Pericles flatly refused to call a
meeting of the assembly until they quicted down. After
the second invasion of Attica Pericles faced a still more
discontented people, which began to blame him for start-
ing the war and demanded negotiation with Sparta. He
minced no words in dealing with this demand.

I expected this [he said], once you began to feel the
personal sufferings that war brings. But the welfare
of the country must be set above any personal for-
tunes. Even though a man prospers in his business,
yet if his country is ruined he perishes with it; but if
his personal fortune is lost but his country is pre-
served he will in the long run be better oft. War is a
bad thing; but to submit to the dictation of other
states is worse. Remember that you are citizens of a
great city, enjoying institutions worthy of her great-
ness, and that their preservation is the best guar-
antee of your prosperity. Freedom, if we hold fast to
it, will ultimately restore our losses, but submission
will mean permanent loss of all that we value.®

He concluded: “To those of you who call yourselves
men of peace, I say: You are not safe unless you have
men of action at your side.”

One unavoidable miscalculation of Pericles, however,
had the most far-reaching consequences. The crowding of
people inside the walls of Athens resulted in a plague
which swept the city, wiping out a third of the popula-
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tion, causing Pericles’ own death, and producing a radical
change in the temper of those who survived. This one
event was responsible to a large degree for the disasters
which came to Athens in the course of the war. The loss
of her first citizen was a crushing blow, the more so be-
cause too great reliance on a single leader had resulted in
the failure to train others able adequately to take his
place. No other statesman was so effective in reconciling
the interests of the mercantile and laboring classes, on
the coalition of which the liberal democracy was based.
And the sound judgment of the people was badly shaken
by the panic and widespread lawlessness that followed
this hideous attack by an enemy against whom they were
powerless.

Thucydides sums up the character of Pericles in glow-
ing words: everyone recognized his ability and his honesty;
“he restrained the multitude while at the same time
respecting their liberties”; no flatterer, willing even to
provoke the wrath of the people, he retained their con-
fidence because of his measured judgment, liberal policies,
and personal integrity. There is no reason for us to ques-
tion his integrity, but whether his judgment and policies
with regard to foreign affairs were as sound as Thucydides
thought will require further consideration.



THE ATHENIAN

DEMOCRACY

Our government is called a democracy, because its ad-
ministration is in the hands, not of the few, but of the
many. Whom did Pericles mean by “the many,” and how
did they administer affairs?

First it must be understood that “the many” was a
relative term; it did not include a majority of the popula-
tion. Political rights were enjoyed only by men over
eighteen years of age, born of Athenian parents enrolled
in the citizen class. This number in 430 B.c. was around
40,000. There were probably about 24,000 metics (resi-
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dent aliens) who had settled in Athens for business, in-
dustrial, or professional purposes. If we add to these the
women and children and upwards of 100,000 slaves (war-
captives), who likewise had no part in public administra-
tion, it will appear that perhaps one-tenth of the total
population had political rights. The reason for the restric-
tion was the desire to have the policies of the city decided
by those who had knowledge based on experience and a
permanent stake in its welfare. But this certainly seems
to be a decidedly limited democracy.

The electorate itself, however, was a thoroughly demo-
cratic group, including country gentlemen, business men,
craftsmen, farmers and day laborers, of whom the last
three classes formed a large majority. And these men ac-
tually did participate in government to a degree unknown
in societies where a much larger proportion has been able
to vote. Every policy, domestic or foreign, was formulated
by the assembly, in the deliberations and decisions of
which every citizen shared. The Council of Five Hun-
dred, of which fifty members held active office each
month, was the chief executive body, preparing the
agenda for the assembly and overseeing financial and for-
eign affairs; this council was elected annually by lot from
the roster of citizens over thirty years of age. Nearly all
legal cases were tried in popular courts, for which there
was a panel of six thousand citizens chosen annually by
lot. It is clear that the legislative, executive and judicial
functions of Athens were in the hands of all the citizens;
there was representation in the executive and judicial
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bodies, to be sure, but on the extreme democratic prin-
ciple of annual selection by lot. The same method of
selection applied to the lesser administrative offices, in-
cluding the Commissioners for Public Works, the Police
Commissioners, and the Archons, who had charge of
formal state occasions and presided over the law courts.
There were no appointive offices, and only in the case of
the Board of Generals did the people actually elect their
representatives rather than choose them by lot, the prin-
ciple being that military and naval strategy was a highly
technical job which could not wisely be entrusted to any
person whose lot might be drawn.

In practical terms this meant that every citizen of
Athens during the course of his life had been engaged in
public service. He had military training during the ages
of eighteen to twenty; he listened in assembly to the de-
bates, perhaps spoke himself, and shared in the decisions
regarding governmental policy; he would probably have
served on juries, which decided matters of civil law with
no judges to instruct them; and he would likely have been
on various commissions and a member of the Council of
Five Hundred; perhaps on one day he was actually chair-
man of the Council (for that office, too, was passed
around in a democratic way ), so was virtually president of
the Athenian Commonwealth.

It is obvious, therefore, that the ordinary citizen in
Athens had an extraordinary opportunity for participating
in political life; freedom to him meant, not so much the
lack of restraint as the privilege of sharing in community
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enterprises. In fact it has been estimated that on any
given day one citizen out of every four or five was en-
gaged in some form of public service. As a result there was
an extremely well informed and experienced citizenry.
Such public activity was itself a liberal education. Bills
before the assembly were of every conceivable sort. The
city assumed many of the social services which we asso-
ciate today with progressive government: ownership of
such utilities as forests and mines; a program of public
works and financial assistance to the distressed; the
direction of religious, athletic, musical and dramatic festi-
vals. Their management involved a large range of knowl-
edge and interest on the part of the people who con-
trolled them.

The poorer class could not afford to take time from
their work regularly for such duties unless they received
pay; hence the great importance of Pericles’ legislation to
extend pay to jurors as well as members of the Council.
At the beginning of the fourth century pay was given
also for attendance at the assembly.

The system of selection by lot of course favored the
lower economic classes, who were in the majority, but it
also guaranteed the representation of minorities. No “op-
position” could be denied office by a dominant party.
Thus the abilities of all elements were made available.
In the election of generals the people likewise refused to
draw rigid party lines. One of the most striking phe-
nomena in Athenian politics is the fact that this impor-
tant administrative office was entrusted to members of
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the leading conservative families, such as Miltiades,
Cimon, Nicias and Alcibiades. If they had ability which
could be used in the service of the people, under respon-
sibility to the people, it was called upon.

With so many men constantly deciding public policies
it might seem dangerous to have no check on their im-
mediate expression of will. There was, in fact, the re-
straining influence of religious and social custom, which
played a stabilizing role in all Greek life. There was the
check of traditional procedures, which could be changed
only by a court specially chosen to revise them. There
were certain permanent laws guaranteeing basic personal
rights; for instance, no citizen could be subjected to
slavery or arrested for debt; a man charged with having
committed a crime in company with others was given a
separate trial, with complete freedom to present his case,
and his punishment would not apply to members of his
family. Action by the assembly was somewhat limited by
the fact that the Council prepared the agenda. Further-
more, any citizen was free to challenge a decree passed by
the assembly; then the mover of the legislation had to
submit to judicial trial, and if he was convicted the de-
cree was annulled. But it is nevertheless true that the as-
sembly was by and large the sovereign body in Athens.

Similar confidence in the judgment of the entire
citizenry appears in the legal system. Popular juries, some-
times as large as five hundred, uninstructed by judges,
heard the plaintiff and defendant present their own cases,
then gave their verdict by majority vote. Again the theory
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is soundly democratic: that justice can be determined
best by the combined judgment of ordinary men, without
distinctions of class or specialized training. The same
principle governs our trial by jury, but the Athenians
carried it even further by dispensing with judges.

Ofhcials serving on various minor administrative com-
missions were closely watched by the people and were
subject to frequent investigation. Every month a com-
mittee of the Council audited their accounts and certified
whether they should be retained in office; their record
was reviewed at the end of their term; and charges
brought against them by any citizen were given prompt
and thorough attention. Obviously the Athenians were
realistic in not placing too great confidence in the hon-
esty of any public official. A further check was the selec-
tion by lot for annual terms, which discouraged corrup-
tion and the building up of political machines.

We may properly ask how public policies or legal
decisions could have been wisely made, or administration
have been expertly performed, with such a lack of pro-
fessional preparation and failure to focus responsibility.
One answer is that the lack was not so great as would at
first appear. These citizens were well educated as legis-
lators, jurors, and administrators, by practical experi-
ence; if not, strictly speaking, specialists, they were by no
means simply amateurs. Another answer is that if they
failed to have the virtues of specialization they also
avoided its vices; common sense would not tolerate the
delays and technicalities that more professional legisla-
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tive and judicial bodies are sometimes afflicted with. No
satisfactory theoretical answer can be found for the failure
to focus responsibility. It sometimes happened that the
assembly voted a measure sponsored by any persuasive
speaker, then entrusted its execution to men who had no
belief in the wisdom of the policy. When it failed, who
was to blame? Executives had responsibility for specific
action only in so far as the assembly ordered it, and they
could hardly be expected to promote earnestly what they
had no share in initiating and disapproved of; and the as-
sembly, varying from meeting to meeting according to
the number present, could disown any previous decision.
The original sponsor had, of course, no position of re-
sponsibility. That there were difhiculties under this system
in getting consistent policy-making must be granted.

But the most conclusive answer is the fact that this
sort of government actually directed the city-state of
Athens during the hundred years of its greatest develop-
ment, creating within the city a culture of the first order,
and controlling for more than half a century its political,
economic and legal relations with approximately two
hundred and fifty states included within the Athenian
Empire. This is no mean achievement for any society; and
especially for the first democracy which controlled an
empire it is a political triumph.

We may conclude, then, that Athens denied political
rights to important groups of its residents, but that the
large number who did possess them enjoyed unusually
active and significant political experience.



76 WHAT DEMOCRACY MEANT TO THE GREEKS

Men are rewarded by the community on the basis of
their merit; neither social position nor wealth, but ability
alone, determines the service that a man renders. Such
was Pericles’ claim. Was it justified as far as economic
opportunity in Athens was concerned? Were men free
from want? Were jobs available for them in accordance
with their ability? Were the rewards on the basis of serv-
ice rendered?

Here again we must note first of all the division of the
population of Athens into three classes: citizens, metics,
and slaves. Between citizens and metics there was no dis-
tinction regarding the kind of work that could be done or
the rewards to be gained; the metics, having come to
Athens to make a living, were chiefly business and profes-
sional men and highly skilled craftsmen who found work
to their liking and satisfactory profits. But the slaves were
obviously on a different footing. In so far as they were
denied economic rights Athens was not democratic. We
shall have to examine their status carefully.

Before we do this, however, one general observation
should be made. Private economic interests, regardless of
the status of the person concerned, were regarded and
treated as subordinate to the general welfare. A striking
instance of this attitude was a suit brought against mem-
bers of the Corndealers” Guild who had bought up large
quantities of grain in order to raise the price. Death was
the penalty demanded by the prosecutor as “fitting for
such public enemies. Business, far from controlling gov-
ernment, was to a large extent conducted by metics who
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were not even allowed to vote. The state also recognized
the obligation to give all its residents economic safe-
guards. It established export and import duties to pro-
vide adequate food at a reasonable price; it distributed
food when necessary to the poor and disabled; it took
money from the wealthy to finance the navy and the
public festivals; it provided works projects to assure every
man who had no private job a chance to labor for a liv-
ing wage. There was in consequence no important prob-
lem of unemployment. The standard of living was not
high, but people found it adequate. Stability was sought
more than rapid improvement in economic conditions;
the Athenians considered it possible to live well without
being too comfortable.

It may be argued, however, that slaves had no share
in this economic security. This assumption, so frequently
made, is a dangerously facile one; “slavery” is a word
which means little until the actual circumstances of
living are understood. How did the slaves live? What eco-
nomic satisfaction did they have? Were they simply the
property of their masters, doing the servile work that no
free man would do, regarded as chattels instead of per-
sons? The answer to these questions is a crucial one for
the purposes of this study of democracy, for it has often
been claimed that the entire basis of Athenian civiliza-
tion was slave labor which permitted the citizens freedom
from manual work to engage in political and cultural ac-
tivity.

Now it is obvious, since fully half of the citizens of
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Athens were in the lowest economic order of workers,
that slave labor did not provide such freedom from
manual work for most of the citizens. Slave labor was a
factor in the Athenian economy, useful because it in-
creased the production of goods at low cost; but it was
certainly not the basis of the Athenian way of life.

And when we examine living conditions among the
slaves we find a different picture from that usually asso-
ciated with the word “slavery.” Perhaps one-fifth of the
slaves, those whose abilities were mainly physical, were
assigned to the mines, where their life was unquestion-
ably a hard and short one. They were slaves in the worst
sense of the word. (It may be questioned, however,
whether mine-workers in any place or period, at least un-
til very recent times, have been allowed to live a life
worthy of free men, regardless of their political status.)
But the rest had many economic advantages. Those who
were bought from the city by individuals were protected
from bodily harm by legislation; domestic slaves were
treated as servants, often with affection and respect;
those who worked as artisans and in business had their
initiative and pride in their work encouraged by being
paid wages, which they could save and with which in
many cases they ultimately bought their freedom. And a
great number of slaves remained the property of the
state; they had freedom of residence and conditions of
living, simply reporting for the work to which they were
assigned; they, too, received pay and in time could pur-
chase their freedom. It was to the interest of individual
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owners and the state that these slaves should be em-
ployed in work that they could do best and under condi-
tions which would lead them to work well. From fifth-
century records of state labor projects we get the reveal-
ing testimony that slaves worked side by side with citi-
zens and metics in both unskilled and highly skilled jobs,
and that occasionally a slave was even foreman of a
project. On this same basis of responsibility slaves were
used for other state services: they were the policemen of
Athens, and minor officials such as clerks and inspectors
of weights and measures.

What can we conclude from this? That even slaves had
many of the essential economic freedoms: the opportunity
to do respectable work which they were capable of doing
and enjoyed doing, under living conditions which gave
them a large amount of personal freedom, a living wage,
and even the prospect of eventual complete personal lib-
erty. The picture must not, of course, be too brightly
drawn; these people could not escape the feeling that
they were the property of some one else; many of them
were treated cruelly, all of them were underpaid, and
even when they gained personal liberty they had no polit-
ical rights. Slavery, at its best, is intolerable in a democ-
racy. But from an economic point of view there is no
doubt that very many Greek slaves had security and
achieved happiness. The best proof is the fact that until
103 B.C. there were no slave revolts of any magnitude in
Athens.

Furthermore, because of this mixing of free and slave
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labor on the democratic basis of ability for the job, there
developed very little class distinction between slaves and
“poor whites.” The slaves were often expert craftsmen
and business men, whose work was an education to the
free Athenians beside whom they labored and with whom
they associated. The result was increased efficiency on the
part of the citizens, and productive competition based on
the recognition of merit wherever it might be found.

After a thorough examination of all the evidence, Al-
fred E. Zimmern and William L. Westermann have ap-
praised the Athenian slave system. According to Professor
Westermann, “In any sense which implies either that
the enslaved population predominated over the free or
that the Greek city-states displayed the mentality of a
slave-ridden society, Greek culture was not founded upon
slavery.” * Professor Zimmern goes farther; his judgment
is that “Greek society was not a slave-society; but it con-
tained a sediment of slaves to perform its most degrading
tasks, while the main body of its so-called slaves consisted
of apprentices haled in from outside to assist, together
and almost on equal terms with their masters, in creating
the material basis of a civilization in which they were
hereafter to share.” 2 “Almost on equal terms with their
masters” must be judged an exaggeration, but the verdict
is generally a sound one.

“In which they were hereafter to share.” Here we come
to the essential democracy of Athens—its approximation
to social equality. Class distinctions were not abolished,
but they were minimized; Pericles was true to the facts
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when he declared, In our personal relations with one an-
other we are generous. It was a complaint of the aristo-
crats that in dress and manner the slaves were indistin-
guishable from the rest of the citizens; and in the fourth
century Demosthenes declared that “many slaves in
Athens enjoy greater freedom of speech than the citizens
of some other states.” The evidence indicates that nearly
all men residing in Athens had a real share in the life of
the city and enjoyed its cultural opportunities, the “edu-
cation and recreation for the spirit” of which Pericles
boasted.

One final (and important) reservation must be made.
We have already noted that this democratic conception
did not include women. Athenian life was essentially
masculine; even the wives of citizens took no part in
public affairs, their place was considered to be the home.
There they, too, had security, the responsibility of man-
aging household affairs and educating the younger chil-
dren. But the restrictions on their freedom were many.
Girls had their husbands chosen for them by their par-
ents; if they later went through the difficult procedure of
securing a divorce they still had to have a male guardian
who took care of their money, and the children were
given to the husband; their social activities were chiefly
with women friends. Xenophon indicated the prevailing
attitude toward them when he named the qualifications
for a good wife as “habits of temperance, modesty, and
teachableness.” The metic women, companions of
Athenian men, had more social freedom than the wives;
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slave women had many of the privileges of trusted domes-
tic servants, but were of course subject to dictation by
their masters.

These political, economic and social institutions, many
of them democratic in character, some of them far from
democratic, produced the culture of fifth-century Athens.
It may reasonably be argued that a still greater civiliza-
tion might have resulted from a wider distribution of
responsibility, with the abilities of women, aliens and
slaves fully utilized and their devotion to the common
welfare quickened by the consciousness of participation
in the complete life of the city. But, in any event, no
group of leisurely artistocrats should receive credit for
the drama, the festivals, the fine arts, the speculation re-
garding human values, the zest for living, which flour-
ished then as in few other periods of history. It was, in-
stead, almost the entire community of men, working to-
gether on a basis of unusually equal opportunity, which
created and controlled that culture.
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To the domestic problems facing fifth-century Athens
were added the more complicated ones of a democracy
controlling an empire.

The empire grew out of the Delian League, a confed-
eration of over two hundred states chiefly on the islands
and the coast of Asia Minor, which was organized follow-
ing the defeat of Persia to guarantee future security
against that threat. The sacred island of Delos was the
headquarters of the league, the seat of the Council in

which every member had an equal vote, the law courts
83
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which were to settle disputes arising among members,
and the treasury. Aristides (“The Just”) of Athens was
chosen to prepare an annual budget, based on ability to
pay, for the purpose of building and operating ships for
naval protection and for administering the other func-
tions of the league.

It is interesting to follow the stages whereby this
league of free states became the Athenian Empire. The
underlying reason was that Athens had naval resources
which far outstripped those of any other state; conse-
quently most of the ships were built in Athenian yards
and were manned by Athenian sailors. The league from
the start was dominated by Athens; her superior power
led to her controlling the votes of the smaller states in
the Council, and the officials who collected and adminis-
tered the revenue were all Athenians. Soon the treasury
was transferred to Athens, and Athenian courts sup-
planted those of the league. Since the chief city was in-
volved far more than any other in the expenditure of
funds and the legal cases which arose, it seemed expedient
to effect these changes.

Thucydides traced with unerring skill the transforma-
tion from the league into the empire. There were three
motives involved in its development, he declared. The
first was the fear of Persia, which originally bound the
states together, but which became less operative as the
danger diminished. It was succeeded by Athens’ sense of
honor in being the capital city. The funds of the league
were now in Athens, steadily increasing and far surpassing
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what was needed for purposes of defense. What could be
more natural than to use them for the glorification of the
league’s center of culture? It was partly from this source
that Pericles financed his program of public works, justi-
fying the action, in spite of bitter protests from the allies,
on the ground that Athens was providing protection for
the states that furnished the money and should therefore
use the funds as it saw fit. This “honorable mission” of
Athens was obviously a far cry from the idea of a con-
federation of sovereign states. Yet Athens was by no
means an oppressive master. The record shows that her
courts were scrupulously fair in judging commercial cases;
the allies kept their local autonomy as long as they had
democratic governments satisfactory to Athens; and save
for the tribute money which they paid they were not
financially exploited.

Both the excellence and the weakness of Athenian im-
perial policy were revealed in the handling of legal cases
involving members of the league. As far as commercial
suits were concerned there was no just cause for com-
plaint; the allies were dealt with on a treaty basis of
reciprocity, with safeguards provided for means of redress
in case there was any violation of treaty obligations. Re-
gardless of Athens’ motives in making this arrangement—
honest dealing was obviously in the interest of her trade
—the allies received fair treatment. But political and
criminal cases were a different matter. All cases involving
Athenians were, of course, tried in Athens; but even
when only citizens of allied states were concerned, ap-
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peal from a verdict of death, exile or loss of civil rights
could be made to an Athenian court. And although
Athens claimed that there was no legal discrimination
against the allies, the charge of Aristophanes that she
treated them shamefully seems somewhat justified by the
facts. For a citizen of an allied state to come to Athens
for trial meant inconvenience and expense; frequently
there was a long delay before the case was decided; and
there can be no question that a democrat was likely to
fare better at the hands of an Athenian jury than an aris-
tocrat. It is also possible that some Athenian officials
made money by giving special consideration to litigants
who were willing to pay for it. Here was a legitimate cause
of allied resentment. Athens would have been wiser if she
had extended her liberal policy regarding commercial
cases to the political and criminal ones as well, and wiser
still if she had led the way in establishing a system of
courts which included other members of the league.

Athens furnished her allies protection; but she did
much better by herself in protecting and extending her
trade routes to the northeast. Her commerce came to
dominate the entire Aegean and the Black Sea area. This
was, of course, to the interest of the commercial and indus-
trial workers in Athens, so the foreign policy of the demo-
cratic majority was definitely expansionist and imperi-
alistic.

Gradually resentment against the increasing power of
Athens grew among her traditional enemies, especially
the great commercial city of Corinth, whose trade was
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being steadily throttled. The outcome of this resentment,
which Athens fanned rather than attempted to mitigate,
was the Peloponnesian War, in which a coalition of
Sparta, Corinth and Thebes raised the slogan of freeing
Hellas from a tyrant city—ironical indeed, since Sparts
was an oligarchy which remained in power only by the
most brutal oppression, while Athens claimed to be ar
education to all Greece in the liberal way of life. Bui
there was justice in the charge. Athens, democratic ir
domestic policy, had never attempted to organize he
empire on a similar basis; she regarded her allies as infe
rior states.

The third motive which caused the empire, says Thucyd
ides, was self-interest. This showed in all its ugliness wher
the allies began to grow restive and revolt was in the air. I
this were really the Delian League there was no reasor
why a member should not withdraw. But of course it wa
no longer such a league. Athens by this time could no
afford to give up either the military or the financial ad
vantages she got from her subject states. A critical tes
came when the wealthy and strategic city of Mitylene at
tempted to break away from the league in 428 B.c., only
about a year after Pericles’ death. Athens promptlh
blockaded the island and starved it into submission, ther
debated what punishment should be meted out to thes
“rebels.” Should it be execution of the oligarchical ring
leaders, or death for all the men and slavery for the
women and children? The assembly, holding that a sever
lesson should be made of Mitylene in order to impres
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the other subject states, at first voted the latter penalty,
but then reopened the question for debate. Thucydides
has recorded the gist of the arguments with which Cleon,
Pericles’ successor as popular leader, advocated the severest
penalty, and Diodotus, a more liberal democrat, urged on
grounds of expediency a milder one. Their arguments
show how radically the Athenian temper had changed
even in this short time as a result of war, the plague, and
the sense of national danger.

I have often realized [Cleon said] that a democracy
is incompetent to control an empire, but never more
than today, when I see you having a change of heart
about the people of Mitylene. In your daily relations
with one another you have no fear or suspicion, so
you regard your allies in the same way, forgetting
that when they win you over to pity you fall into
danger and they feel no gratitude. You must remem-
ber that your empire is a despotism imposed on in-
triguing subjects who are ruled against their will,
who obey you, not because of any kindness you do
them or any good will they feel toward you, but only
in so far as you are stronger than they are and impose
your will on them. But the most important thing of
all is that we stop everlastingly changing our minds,
and realize that a state with inferior laws which are
enforced is better off than one whose laws are good
but ineffective.

Cleon went on to charge the Athenians with being
captivated by clever speakers, eager to listen to every new
idea, whereas the immediate problem was actually a sim-
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ple one to be settled by the common sense of realistic
minds. Mitylene had revolted, although Athens always
treated it generously and gave it no justification for re-
volt; if such conspiracy and rebellion were not punished
promptly and severely the whole foundation of the em-
pire would be undermined. With an odd perversion of
words Cleon argued that Mitylene really attacked Athens,
waiting to stab her until she was engaged with enemies.
That was insolent action, said Cleon, and for it all the
people of Mitylene should pay the price, as an example to
the people in other subject states not to trust in their
might against the right of Athens!

So I maintain that you should not reverse your for-
mer decision or be misled by pity, delight in clever
arguments, or mercy—those three things most prej-
udicial to empire. Mercy should be reserved for those
who will show mercy, not for those who are necessarily
our enemies. I will sum it all up in one word: If you
take my advice you will do what is both just to the
people of Mitylene and what is expedient for us; but
if you decide otherwise you will not be thanked by
them but rather condemned: for if these people had
a right to revolt, then you are wrong in exercising
imperial power. But if, rightly or wrongly, you are
resolved to rule, then you must punish these people,
justly or not, in your own interest. If you don’t, you
must give up your empire, and then you can prac-
tise your virtues to your hearts’ content. I say pun-
ish them as we formerly decided. Pay them back for
the trouble they have caused. Stop being tender-
hearted, remember the danger that we lately faced,
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and by punishing them warn your other allies that
whoever revolts shall perish. If they realize that, you
will not be forced to neglect your enemies to fight
against your own allies.?

To this speech, brutally frank in its appeal to motives
of self-interest, Diodotus replied with one milder in tone,
but with no greater concern for justice. He urged the
assembly to avoid haste, passion and impulsiveness; argu-
ment is a guide to wise action, he declared, and those who
wamn men to distrust it are either stupid or have private
ends of their own to serve. The question, he said, is not
one of justice, of right or wrong, but simply of expedi-
ency: what action will be most profitable. If killing all
these men will keep our other subjects from revolting, kill
them; but it may be that such an exhibition of brutality
will have the opposite effect; men always hope to suc-
ceed, and they will struggle all the harder if they realize
that they must either win or be utterly wiped out. Athe-
nian policy should be to watch her allies closely so as to
keep them from starting a revolt, but if a revolt does
occur it is wiser to deal with it as if it were caused by a
small faction, so that the majority of the people among
the allies will be disposed to be friendly.

In this case the assembly followed the advice of Dio-
dotus; only the ringleaders were killed. But the type of
argument shows how foreign any conception of democ-
racy was to the Athenians in their relations with other
states in the so-called league.

In 416 B.c., another episode occurred which reveals still
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more clearly the increasing autocracy of Athens’ foreign
policy. The small island of Melos, off the eastern coast of
the Peloponnesus, had observed strict neutrality during
fifteen years of war. But Athens finally decided it would
be a useful base for naval operations, so she sent envoys
to invite Melos to enter the “league.” The Melians re-
alized that the choice was between death in battle or
slavery by submission. “Quite so,” answered the Athe-
nians.

We won'’t use any fine phrases, saying that we have
a right to our empire because we conquered the
Persians, or that we are attacking you now be-
cause you have done us any harm. We both know
well enough that justice is arrived at by delibera-
tion only when the two sides are equal; and that the
powerful exact what they can and the weak yield
what they must.®

The Melians then tried to persuade the Athenians that
it would be expedient for Athens to spare them, because
Athens, if later conquered by Sparta, would suffer worse
if she herself had set such an example of cruelty. “That’s
our risk,” the Athenians curtly replied,

but we are not worried. Major powers don’t have to
fear each other so much as they do the intrigues of
their inferiors. It will be obviously expedient for you
to keep on living, even if in submission, and for us
to get you without sacrificing our men and mate-
rials.*
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The Melians then asked why they could not remain
neutral. “Because,” the Athenians replied, “in the eyes
of our subjects your neutrality would be a proof of our
weakness, but your hatred is a proof of our power.”
Finally the Melians called upon the gods: “We trust in
the gods, because we are god-fearing men defending
themselves against men who are unjust.” To this the
Athenians cynically replied:

We expect to have the favor of the gods quite as
much as you, for of the gods we believe, as of men we
know, that by a necessity of their nature they rule
wherever they have the power. This is no principle
invented by us, nor are we the first to act upon it;
we found it already existing and expect all people
after us to use it. You and others, if you had the
power we have, would do what we are doing. So be
sensible, and submit.?

But the Melians chose to die rather than submit and
give up the liberty which their city had enjoyed for cen-
turies. The Athenians defeated them handily, killed or
enslaved them, then settled their own citizens on the
island and thereafter used it in the campaigns against
Sparta.

This growing attitude of arrogant ambition on the
part of Athenian imperialism found its most spectacular
effort—and failure—in the expedition against Syracuse
the following year. The campaign, boldly conceived
though it was and staking nearly everything on one throw
of the dice, might have succeeded, virtually assuring
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Athens of victory over the coalition of her enemies, had
the command been unified and the execution swift and
able. But after fifteen years of war Athens had come to
mistrust her leadership, so she divided the responsibility,
choosing as one of the generals a cautious conservative
who lacked faith in the expedition from the start. It was
foredoomed to tragic failure.

After this debacle, party strife increased in Athens; the
morale of the city was weakened; there was increasing
criticism of the ability of a democratic government suc-
cessfully to prosecute the war, a more urgent demand
from the aristocratic groups for an understanding with
Sparta, a growth in personal and party ambition which
swayed men more than patriotism. The most spectacular
example of unscrupulous personal ambition was the bril-
liant but unprincipled opportunist, Alcibiades. The
situation was not unique in Athens. All over the war-
wracked Greek world revolution was brewing, as aristo-
crats and democrats, rich and poor, placed party above
country and assailed each other more bitterly than they
did the common enemy.

Thucydides, in the third book of his History of the
Peloponnesian War, describes the pattern of these revolu-
tions in unforgettable terms:

Revolution wrought terrible calamities in the cities
of Greece, such as have existed and always will exist
as long as human nature remains as it is, but which
change in character under varying conditions. In
times of peace and prosperity states and individuals,
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not subject to imperious necessity, are governed by
higher motives; but war, taking away the comforts
of life, is a hard master and molds men’s characters
to fit their circumstances.

As the revolutionary spirit grew in intensity, men sur-
passed their predecessors in the ingenuity of their
plots and the brutality of their revenge. Words no
longer meant what they had before, but were distorted
to serve personal and party purposes: recklessness was
called loyal courage; prudent delay, cowardice; re-
straint, weakness of will; frantic energy, true manli-
ness. The ties of party were stronger than those of
family, because a partisan would act without daring
to ask why. No agreements were binding if there was
an opportunity of breaking them successfully. For
party associations, it should be understood, are not
based on law nor do they seek the common welfare;
they are lawless and seek only self-interest.

The cause of all these evils was greed, ambition,
and the love of power, and the party spirit which
they created. Leaders of one faction would pretend
to uphold the equality of the many, the other the
superior wisdom of an aristocracy, whereas in reality
both considered only what profit they could make
for themselves at the expense of the people. They
committed the most atrocious crimes with a com-
plete disregard of any process of law. Religion meant
nothing to either group, but it was cynically used in
order to gain selfish ends. Those who belonged to
neither party were the prey of both.
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So revolution produced every kind of evil in Greece.
In their feeling of insecurity men looked only to
their own safety and trusted no one. Those of infe-
rior minds were generally most successful, for they
acted speedily and without scruples. The poor struck
to seize their neighbors’ property. Men who had per-
sonal grudges took their revenge with unbrndled
cruelty. While conditions of life were in complete
disorder, people gave way to uncontrolled passions
and disregarded those common laws of humanity in
which every person normally trusts for his protec-
tion.’

Athens had an experience of this sort in 411 B.C., al-
though not on as brutal a scale as some of the other
states.

For a considerable time discontent with the strategy,
or even the continuance, of the war had been growing.
The aristocrats had, of course, been opposed from the
start to the policy of imperial expansion and the war that
resulted from it. But now they were joined by a much
more powerful group of influential business men, some
of whom believed that if the war was to continue they
should have a greater voice in directing its policy, since
they were bearing a large part of the burden of financing
it, and others who had come to share the view of the
aristocrats that a profitable peace could be made with
Sparta. So the coalition of business men and workers
which flourished under the leadership of Pericles was
challenged by a new coalition of the old nobility and
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many prominent merchants, who plotted to get control
of the government.

At first they dangled before the people the prospect of
securing financial aid from Persia if a temporary oligar-
chical regime friendly to Persia should supplant the
democracy, and they won some support from the war-
weary citizens for this program. When Persia refused to
play the game, plans had gone so far that they struck
swiftly to get control, and by a skillful combination of
murder, intimidation and fair promises prevailed upon
the assembly to abdicate in their favor. Their ostensible
program was to reorganize the government on a broad
oligarchical basis, by limiting the franchise to men of
some means and abolishing pay for nearly all state offices.
But “for the emergency” a coalition council of four hun-
dred members assumed complete legislative and execu-
tive powers. Moderates in the coalition, headed by The-
ramenes, expected that this would be supplanted soon
by a somewhat more representative governing body, but
the directing minds had no such desire; they planned to
make the provisional government a permanent one. But
it had a stormy time during its four months of control.
Sparta refused to make peace, preferring to encourage
dissension in Athens rather than to deal with any stable
government. Then for a brief period Theramenes’ group
got the upper hand, and established a constitution based
on the original program which took away political power
from the lower economic classes. But this also lasted
only a few months. When the imperial democratic navy
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returned to the city, the coalition was forced out of
office and democracy was restored.

From this time, however, until the defeat of Athens in
404 B.C., the oligarchs continued to plot against the
majority of the people. While Cleophon, the new demo-
cratic leader, worked to relieve the financial distress of
the poor, partly by a dole, partly by resuming the public-
works program, and while the weary sailors gallantly con-
tinued the struggle against Sparta, which was now being
aided by Persia, the oligarchs intrigued. There is some
reason to believe that their tactics included stirring up
dissension and even treachery within the army. Their
chance finally came when Athens was forced to acknowl-
edge defeat. Then, supported by a Spartan garrison, a
group known as the Thirty assumed control.

Theramenes again attempted to collaborate with them,
vainly hoping for the restoration of a moderate conserv-
ative government; but when the Thirty started a reign of
terror, brutally murdering some fifteen hundred of the
leading democrats, he protested at the cost of his life.

The tradition of freedom in Athens was too strong to
allow for long submission to oligarchic rule. This regime
lasted only as long as the Spartan army remained; then
the democrats fought their way back to power, and never
lost control again until Athens came under the yoke of
Macedon. Then, too, the set-back was a temporary one,
in effect only as long as a Macedonian garrison enforced
it. Regardless of reverses, Athens insisted on being a
democracy.
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A city bled white of men and resources by nearly thirty
years of war, its empire smashed, its commercial system
undermined, its prestige vanished, now faced the world as
a shadow of its former self. As time went on there was a
partial recovery. The economic structure was rebuilt, and
Athens continued to be a center of art and education not
only for Greece but also for the wider world, East and
West, under Alexander the Great and Rome. But the
city’s dominant influence in Mediterranean politics was
gone forever, and with it the spirit of confidence and
enthusiasm which had formerly united the Athenians
in the creation of a great culture.

A question which must be asked, although probably no
satisfactory answer can be given, is this: how could the
debacle have been avoided?

Military authorities explain that Athens could have
won the war. Her prospects at the beginning were excel-
lent, and if the plague had not smitten the city she
might have achieved victory within a few years. Even
after the plague a little more luck and better strategy on
certain occasions would probably have turned the tide in
her favor. But as the war dragged on there was such bitter-
ness on both sides that it is highly improbable that any
productive or lasting peace would have been made. Were
there other policies that might have been more effective
than the military one?

One answer was given by the aristocrats, who insisted
that Athens should never have developed as an industrial
and commercial state, or built up the empire which in-
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evitably involved the city in war. If she had been content
to remain a small provincial city, largely self-sufficient
and friendly with Sparta, obviously she would not have
needed to build up her markets, protect her trade routes,
or create an empire. That was precisely the aristocratic
aim for Athens: an agricultural community governed by
country gentlemen. But we have no reason to believe that
any such community would have created a great culture.

It may be argued that, although the political and cul-
tural institutions of Athens were conditioned by its being
an expanding commercial and industrial city, still the ex-
pansion might have continued at a less ambitious rate
without the risks of imperial adventure; by gradual eco-
nomic and cultural penetration Athens could have built
up an enduring supremacy. If tribute money had not
been available the progress would have been less rapid,
but in the long run it would probably have been even
more substantial. Unfortunately, however, it is not easy
to curb such expansion or to decline an empire that is
one’s for the taking. In the convenient perspective of
history we can say that Athens would have been wiser,
no doubt, to remember her traditional aversion to pride
and excess and her respect for moderation.

Again, granting the empire, was war inevitable? Could
not Athens have avoided it by adopting a more concilia-
tory policy toward both her economic enemies and her
“allies”? If the war had been avoided, the plague would
not have occurred and Athenian human and material
resources would have increased instead of being de-
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pleted. It is conceivable that the city might have built
up a lasting empire. The possibility is an attractive one;
but we must not forget how strong the spirit of inde-
pendence in the small Greek cities was, or the jealousies
which constantly arose, or the economic rivalry between
Athens and Corinth which required a great deal more
give and take to settle than either’s ambition would per-
mit, or the profound antipathy of Sparta. There does,
however, seem reason to believe that Athens might have
avoided the war if she had been willing to expand more
gradually and show more regard for the feclings of her
neighbors. The fact is, of course, that she did not want
to do so because she was confident of winning the war.
Granting the empire, need it have continued on an
autocratic basis? Athens succeeded in doing so much as a
pioneer in democracy that it may be unfair to expect
more of her; but the suggestion may be offered that her
greatest mistake lay in not extending the principles of
democratic self-govenment throughout her empire,
transforming it into a Commonwealth of City-States.
Even Pericles apparently never thought that possible; he
spoke frankly of the empire as a tyranny. But it is con-
ceivable that Athens could have created a genuine league
of Greek states, in which the freedoms which she en-
joyed, and even more enlightened ones, could have been
projected to interstate relations. An inevitable handicap
was the primitive system of communications, which must
have hampered any democratic formulation of policy or
concerted action on a large scale. A greater handicap, but
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not an inevitable one, was the limitation of Athenian
democracy at home. No state which tolerated slavery
could be expected to treat weaker states as equals. But if
Athens, with her resources, experience, and imagination,
had led such a movement, the chances of its success
would have been far greater than those of the later rea-
sonably effective attempts made by the Achaean League
and other small confederations.

This is all, of course, in the realm of conjecture. What
we know is that Athens reached a high degree of creative
culture in her quite democratic society; and that she
sacrificed much of it by constructing an empire on an
autocratic basis and then being willing to risk war for
even greater stakes.



COMMUNITY ART

We have provided education and recreation for the spirit
. . . beauty in our public buildings, which delight our
hearts day by day and banish sadness . . . We love beauty
without extravagance.

In these words Pericles gave an extraordinary reason
why men should gladly die for their country. It is prob-
ably the only instance in history of a statesman urging
his people to be patriotic because their state offered them
aesthetic opportunities. But the explanation is not far to

seek. In Athens the arts were regarded as a normal and
102
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necessary expression of community life, created by and
for the people. Artists were not looked upon as exotic
members of society, producing for the cultured or wealthy
few. Not many of them were even recognized as artists;
they were artisans, men who did their daily work with
stone and bronze and clay, and drew their pay for a job
well done like any other craftsmen. Only the most dis-
tinguished, such as the sculptors Myron and Phidias and
the architects Ictinus, Callicrates and Mnesicles, won
any great name for themselves. Most of the art of the
Periclean period was produced by ordinary workers, citi-
zens, metics and slaves.

Not only were the objects of art created by ordinary
men, but they were also the common property of ordi-
nary men. The most important commissions were not
given by wealthy patrons for sumptuous private homes
and sculpture satisfying their personal taste, but by the
city for public projects. Here was a democratic art. And
its vitality and progress may fairly be attributed to the
fact that it served community purposes and was con-
stantly appraised by a population interested in it and sen-
sitive to it.

Since artistic expression was so intimately linked with
the whole of Athenian life, in the arts we find an in-
valuable record of the city’s evolution during its greatest
century. The subjects chosen for representation show
where the people’s interest lay; the aesthetic treatment
reveals the quality of the public taste. By making a sur-
vey of characteristic fifth-century art, therefore, we may
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effectively supplement the historical and literary record.
The evolution was, of course, much more complex than
any brief summary can do justice to, but the main out-
lines will indicate how truly the art mirrored Athenian
social development, and the variants bear witness to the
fact that in this field also there was no sterile uniformity.

A study of the most modest of the arts, that of the
vase-painters, will provide a useful frame of reference for
the more substantial arts of architecture and sculpture.

In the last half of the sixth century Athenian pottery
began to corner the market and secure a virtual monop-
oly throughout the Mediterranean world. The explana-
tion is threefold: local clay deposits were of unusually
fine quality, Pisistratus imported the best skilled crafts-
men he could find, and expanding trade made it neces-
sary to have a large number of containers as well as ob-
jects for export. This was one purpose served by Greek
pottery. The so-called “vases” were made for practical
use. There were jars for exporting oil and wine, as well
as every kind of utensil for domestic kitchen, dining
room, dressing room and ceremonial purposes. The ex-
tent to which Athenian trade dominated the Greek world
during the fifth century has been demonstrated by the
thousands of Athenian vases discovered in excavations
on the shores of the Mediterranean and far inland.

The vase-paintings furnish us with a complete illus-
tration of Athenian activities. Nearly every subject was
pictured: home life in many phases, education, sports,
worship, battles, representations of the gods and heroes.
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No two pictures are alike; painters did original drawings
for each vase, giving free rein to their individual imagina-
tion. Yet in certain technical respects there are similarities
in trends, and a definite evolutionary pattern can be
traced.

During the time of Pisistratus, Ionian influence was
pronounced, finding expression in sensuous and sophisti-
cated designs with figures wearing elaborate costumes
gaily decorated with embroideries. When democracy
came into its own at the turn of the century, there was a
notable change in the character of the work; the shapes
became more cleanly cut, the designs were charged with
greater energy and dynamic power. In many ways this
was the most exhilarating period of the potters’ crafts-
manship; the intensity of experience and the pioneering
enthusiasm of Athens were reflected in the work of the
painters. The best representative of this spirit was Bry-
gus, a potter who had a flourishing business with several
painters working under his direction. In his pictures, show-
ing scenes from the gymnasia, battlefields and religious
rites, but most of all blithe revels, we see the actual life
of the times represented with zest and sensitiveness. The
technique was likewise of a pioneering type, with crisp
linear precision, nervous but crystal-clear compositions,
and experiments in color contrasts and shaded edges.
Even the less dynamic painters, among whom Hieron was
outstanding, drew their figures with buoyant grace.

By the beginning of the Periclean period Athens had
matured; the earlier verve and ambition were developing
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into calm confidence and well-disciplined power. This
mood is seen in vase-paintings of the time. The figures
are broader in scale and freer in rhythm, characterized by
amplitude and dignity rather than brisk action. These
painters made a synthesis of Doric strength and Ionic
charm, to create a style distinctively Athenian. In the
work of the Cleophrades painter, the Penthesilea painter
and Polygnotus this tendency is especially marked. Other
artists, still clinging to the Ionic tradition, abandoned the
rather brittle linear treatment of their predecessors and
painted decorative pieces with exquisite refinement. The
great work of the mural painter Polygnotus has unfor-
tunately not survived, but it is a fair assumption that his
designs were similar in character, since they are doubtless
reflected in the vase-paintings.

As life became more varied and less sure of itself in
the last third of the century, there was a corresponding
change in the vase-drawings. The pace was feverishly
quickened, a multitude of accessories were introduced,
design was sacrificed to realism, clarity submerged in
complex scenes, wherein figures often covered the vase
on various levels and bits of landscape were included to
add further variety. We are told that the mural painter
Zeuxis prided himself on such realistic devices; and on
the vases of the Meidias painter and Aristophanes we see
how the large, clearly spaced designs of the earlier time
were replaced by picturesque detail. There is interesting
illustration in these vases, but a lack of strength. A dis-
integrating individualism was well on its way.



COMMUNITY ART 107

The most ambitious art project of Athens was, of
course, Pericles’ building program. During the years
450—420 B.C., no less than six major temples, the entrance
hall to the Acropolis, the Hall of Mysteries at Eleusis,
and a music auditorium were constructed, and doubtless
other buildings of which we have no record. The famous
town-planning expert, Hippodamus, was brought from
Miletus to design the expanding port city of the Piraeus
on geometrical principles. Plutarch has given us a vivid
picture of the spirit in which the people of Athens worked
on these projects.

The buildings arose, no less impressive in their
grandeur than inimitable in their grace of form,
since the workers were eager to outdo themselves in
the beauty of their craftsmanship. Most amazing of
all was the speed with which the buildings were com-
pleted; with regard to each one men thought that
many generations would be required to complete it,
yet all were finished during a single period. To this
day they seem recently erected, so fresh is their vigor,
so lasting their bloom, which keeps them unaftected
by the touch of time, as though the ever-invigorat-
ing breath of an ageless spirit had been infused into
them.!

The evolution of architecture followed a general pat-
tern similar to that of the vase-paintings, from an early
emphasis on spirited design, through a “strong” period,
to increasing complexity and grace at the expense of
firmly disciplined organization. In the middle of the cen-
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tury it also achieved a synthesis of Doric logic and Ionic
decorative refinement. The Doric is a masculine style of
vigorous mass, simple composition, logical relationships
and functional construction; the Ionic is more feminine,
emphasizing graceful contours and elaborate decoration.
What the Athenians did was to make use of the best
elements in both, producing a style which combined
grace and strength.

This tendency is seen as early as the beginning of the
fifth century in the Athenian Treasury at Delphi, a trim
little structure in which the ponderous proportions of the
native Doric were modified to suit the more cosmopolitan
Athenian taste. The fact that it was erected at Delphi is
evidence of the ambition of Athens to keep in favor with
this international center as well as her satisfaction in com-
memorating her military victories at such a strategic
place. The building was generously decorated with sculp-
ture, representing the exploits of Heracles and Theseus,
one the pioneer hero of all the Greeks, the other a hero
belonging exclusively to Athens. It is significant that the
episodes in which Theseus overcame public enemies were
given the most prominent position and were modeled
with the most sensitive fecling. The style is similar to that
of contemporary vase-paintings, crisp designs of lithe
forms built chiefly on diagonal lines that increase the
nervous vitality of the compositions.

During the Periclean period the synthesis of Doric and
Ionic was perfected. The best example is the Parthenon,
the temple built in honor of Athena, guardian goddess
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of Athens. This is a massive building, about 650 feet in
perimeter, with an imposing row of forty-six great Doric
columns around it and a second row of columns in each
porch. The first impression it gives is one of noble sim-
plicity, dignity and power. But closer inspection reveals
that the proportions were calculated with such delicate
variations, and the refinements were so subtly designed,
that it has lyrical charm as well as dramatic power. It
avoids monotony by a complicated series of slightly
curved lines and planes throughout, so that the effect is
one of flexibility and resilience instead of mechanical
regularity. The “style” was not a static one, taken from
copybooks, but one which had developed out of the
emotional and intellectual growth of the people. Here,
we may say, is a building expressive of responsible men
who lived and worked in the strength and variety of
freedom.

Its sculpture was especially appropriate decoration
from both a social and aesthetic point of view. Phidias’
great ivory and gold statue of Athena in the interior was
of course the most important single work, but since we
can visualize it only in terms of the crude small adapta-
tions which remain, there is no sound basis for critical
judgment. But most of the decorative sculpture has sur-
vived; some of it is still on the building, most of the rest
is now in the British Museum. It harmonizes perfectly
with the architecture, having a similar breadth and dig-
nity of mass, with great variety and charm in its subordi-
nate details.
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For the two pediments subjects were chosen which
represent the divine protection of the city. On the east
end the birth of Athena from the brain of Zeus was pic-
tured, with heavenly messengers announcing the news to
the gods and the legendary heroes of the city; in the cor-
ners were horses of the sun and moon, fixing the time of
the divine birth. On the west pediment Athena and
Poseidon were pictured in their contest for the lordship
of Athens, which Athena won by vote of the citizens
when she offered them the olive tree; on either side were
Athenians judging the contest and local river gods in the
corners to symbolize the setting. From an aesthetic point
of view the massive forms mounted perfectly within the
limiting lines of the triangle, and were intimately related
to one another, not only by a fluent lateral rhythm, but
also by being interwoven backward and forward within
the field. Whether consciously or not, Phidias composed
a design in three dimensions which repeated the struc-
tural modeling of the mountain background, harmoniz-
ing with the surroundings as well as the building. Simi-
larly in the application of color to this as well as the other
decorative sculpture, kinship was established with the
brilliant blue sky and the purple hills of Athens.

The separate figures repay careful study as examples
of Athenian sensitiveness. Among the best preserved are
the so-called “Three Fates.” We cannot identify them
surely, but the most likely interpretation is that they
represent Artemis, Aphrodite and Persuasion. Artemis,
patron goddess of women, sits erect; the body of Aphro-
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dite is more sensuous, as befits her nature as goddess of
love; Persuasion rests against her, luxuriously reclining
toward a corner. The three forms, massive and dignified,
are none the less graceful; the drapery, kept subordinate
so as not to detract from the mighty outlines of the
bodies, performs a valuable function in unifying them;
the folds lead persuasively from one form to the next
and also curve inward around them. As a result of the
oblique placing of the figures and the curvilinear inward
thythm the forms stand out strongly against their back-
ground. The total effect is one of noble power, combined
with gracious vitality.

The metopes on the Parthenon represent various as-
pects of pride being punished: the gods overcoming pre-
sumptuous giants, Lapith heroes subduing drunken Cen-
taurs, Greeks defeating Amazons and Trojans. These
sturdy designs offer a much more interesting variety of
patterns than those on the Athenian Treasury, including
horizontal, vertical, oblique and circular compositions.
Here, again, radiating curves of drapery weave the figures
into unity and add decorative charm.

High on the outer wall of the cella, within the colon-
nade, a third type of architectural sculpture was employed:
a continuous frieze. This gives an intimate and compre-
hensive record of the city’s most solemn religious pro-
cession, that in honor of Athena at the Panathenaea. In
the joyous gathering are young horsemen riding along,
men in chariots, musicians playing the lyre and flute, men
and women bearing gifts in jars or on trays, sacrificial
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animals, and the state officials, all converging toward the
assembly of gods seated over the entrance to welcome
them. The scheme is one of great interest and com-
plexity. On over five hundred feet of frieze no two figures
are identical; spirited action alternates with preparation
and rest; the procession of worshippers proceeds, con-
stantly but never abruptly changing, to the scene of
offering over the temple entrance. Many devices were
used to add to the picturesque effect. The bodies were
placed in different poses, some facing in profile, others in
three-quarters position; shields emerge a bit obliquely,
but never so sharply as to disturb the fixed planes of the
outer surface and background or check the lateral direc-
tion of movement around the building. The drapery is
not purely linear; it has solidity and weight of its own,
but it is kept subordinate to the figures; it radiates from
the background, one mass emerging from another like a
flower unfolding. There is no emphasis on naturalistic
detail, yet the scenes have illustrative interest and the
faces are quietly expressive. Here is decorative sculpture
at its best. .

Buildings erected in the last quarter of the century
show the tendency to sacrifice strength and amplitude
to greater decorative diversity. The temple of Hephaestus
(the so-called Theseum), the Athena Nike temple, and
the Erechtheum are graceful, but lack the dynamic
vigor of the Parthenon. They are representative of the
looser social fabric of the period. Their sculptural decora-
tion likewise shows a lack of logical organization. The
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Porch Maidens of the Erechtheum are lovely in them-
selves, but to use the female form as a supporting column
is structurally indefensible; and the metopes of the
Hephaesteum and the friezes on the Athena Nike temple
and the Erechtheum are picturesque rather than im-
pressive. The Victories on the parapet of the Nike temple
are exquisite separate figures in their richly patterned
drapery, but they are not woven into any organic unity
and the drapery insistently calls attention to its own
beauty. Individualistic variety, in keeping with the trend
of the times, was sought rather than organic design.

Before we leave architecture and its accompanying
sculpture, it should be noted that the buildings were
planned co-operatively by architects, sculptors and state
officials, with the further help, no doubt, of popular com-
ment and criticism. Such collaboration is a sign of the
artistic health of the Athenian community. A similar
situation prevailed in other great creative periods of archi-
tecture, notably in Egypt and medieval Europe. A mod-
ern example is the Nebraska State Capitol, in the plan-
ning of which a leading American architect, sculptor, and
philosopher combined with statesmen to produce one of
the most impressive buildings of our times.

If we were to choose a single art as most representative
of the Athenian democracy, it would probably be sculp-
ture. Perhaps more than any other art it was enjoyed by
the people. Objective in their thinking, they naturally
liked sculpture, the art that more than any other deals
with pure form. Keenly aware of physical beauty, they
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welcomed a permanent record of lovely human bodies.
They also valued the utility of sculpture in commemorat-
ing the founding of the city, in honoring the gods and
traditional heroes, in glorifying statesmen and athletic
victors, in recording ancient victories in war.

Sculpture went through an evolution similar to that
of painting and architecture, and at its best achieved a
similar synthesis. The late sixth-century statues of
maidens on the Acropolis have elaborately bordered
Ionian costumes bright with color. Reliefs of athletes
made about the time of the Persian invasion emphasize
decorative designs of muscles and drapery, but there is
increasing energy in the forms. In sculpture of this period
there is an eager exploratory spirit, fresh and buoyant
vitality, a lively sense of technical progress. After the
Persian wars, when security and confidence had been
established, there was the development of simpler and
stronger motifs in both subject matter and style; mo-
ments of violent action were not represented so much
as the resolution before and the reflection following ac-
tion; decoration became reduced to a minimum, and the
planes of the carefully observed body were amplified.
Now there was developed in sculpture the same process
which we have observed in the other arts: a synthesis
of Doric power and Ionic grace. It appears in Myron’s
Discobolus, a finely co-ordinated design, in which a
healthy, hardened athlete’s body starts its well-poised
swing; in the Artemisium Zeus; in Cresilas’ portrait bust
of Pericles; and in many lovely gravestones.



COMMUNITY ART 115

Toward the end of the century there came an increased
emphasis on graceful incident, sensuous effects, and re-
alistic detail. The sculpture of this period is superior to
previous work in anecdotal interest and surface modula-
tion, but its organization is far weaker.

In the sculpture of the Periclean period we see
Athenian art at its best. Vigorous modeling, sensitive
handling of line, the intellectual organization of com-
positions, the realization of emotional serenity and vigor
in disciplined mass: all have never been more ably done
than by Phidias and his fellows. This sculpture may
properly be called idealistic. Instead of representing a
face or figure with emphasis on its stripped geometric
structure (abstraction), its highly individualistic traits
(realism), or a momentary phase of its loveliness (im-
pressionism ), the sculptors worked out conceptions built
up from many impressions and observations, eliminating
the less important elements until only the essential ones
remained; these they amplified, creating sculpture in
capital letters.

So the Athenian sculptors met the intellectual and
emotional needs of their fellow-citizens, and educated
them by representing men and women as they would
at their best wish to be. And to their sculptors, the few
distinguished artists and the many able craftsmen, the
people gladly entrusted this public service.
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As Pericles pointed out in the Funeral Speech, educa-
tion in Athens was regarded as far more than formal
training for young people; it was actual participation in
the political, social and aesthetic activity of the state
which produced the independence of mind, versatility
of accomplishment, and richly developed personality
which he affirmed to be the possession of the citizens of
Athens. But formal education was also a factor in the
development of good citizens.

Here, again, certain reservations must be made. There
116
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were no schools for girls; as Socrates said, a girl learned
from her parents “the duties which would be hers in
later life”: the management of household affairs, cook-
ing and weaving, the training of young children. And for
the boys there was no system of education controlled by
the government, with the exception of military training
between the ages of eighteen and twenty. All citizens
were required, however, to send their boys to elementary
private schools, where they were taught reading, writing
and arithmetic, music, literature and gymnastics, up to
about the age of fourteen. Beyond this the children of
the poorer parents had no formal instruction.

Parents who could afford to do so continued the edu-
cation of their boys with more advanced physical educa-
tion, music, literature and mathematics, to which was
added a certain amount of history, natural science and
philosophy.

Opportunities for physical training were provided for
all at public expense. There were many gymnasia in
Athens, where any one was free to exercise and could re-
ceive instruction. These gymnasia, like the marketplace,
were also centers of discussion regarding public affairs
and of more or less philosophical speculation.

About the middle of the fifth century B.c.,, this tradi-
tional education began to be supplemented by the in-
struction of a group of itinerant teachers known as
Sophists. Eager to acquire new knowledge themselves by
travel, and realizing the market for the sale of their in-
tellectual wares in a place as intellectually curious as
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Athens, they made that a center of their activity. When
a Sophist reached the city, often as the guest of a wealthy
man, groups of young men would hasten to register in
his informal class, paying a good price for the privilege.
Of course, only the wealthier ones were able to afford
such a luxury. Their motives in seeking instruction were
doubtless mixed. It was the thing to do; it made them
more interesting social companions; it opened up new
avenues of information and theory to the intellectually
alert; and, perhaps most of all, it promised young men
training in useful information, public speaking and psy-
chology which would enable them to exercise influence in
the assembly and the courts.

It is not strange, therefore, that much of the educa-
tion offered by the Sophists was extremely practical in
character, similar to the courses in the art of persuasion
and the development of personality which are so popular
today. But the more conscientious Sophists were not
satisfied with giving such superficial training. They were
genuinely concerned about the problems of human per-
sonality, the process of thinking, the social institutions
which men had created, and the latest aesthetic and sci-
entific theories. They introduced a spirit of speculation
regarding traditional customs and beliefs which, during
the last part of the fifth century, was exercising a tre-
mendous influence on Athenian life. Their own attitude
was sometimes conservative, sometimes radical, but the
general effect of their teaching was to encourage a skepti-
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cism that was deeply resented by people who clung to
traditional ways of thinking.

One of the greatest of the Sophists was Protagoras, a
self-made man of humble origin, who believed strongly
in the ability of ordinary men to control their lives by
the use of common sense trained by careful methods of
thought. Why speculate about the nature of the physical
world? he asked. “The proper study of men is themselves
and their human institutions.” It is also useless to specu-
late about the gods; we have no sure way of knowing
whether they even exist or not, and life is too short to
waste it on such inquiry; all we can have are opinions,
which of course may be helpful. What men can pursue
to advantage is the study of themselves and the means
by which they may live together on mutually useful
terms. So he stated that social virtue, like any other
art or craft, could be taught, and advertised that he
taught it.

This theory of Protagoras was obviously based on the
democratic assumption that men are capable of self-
direction and social collaboration, and contrary to the
aristocratic belief that only a few have the native ability
to govern or to maintain a well-regulated state. His doc-
trine that “Man is the measure of all things” has been
interpreted to mean that there is no generally valid truth
or morality, that each individual knows only what is good
or true for himself; but more likely he meant that by the
co-operative judgment of mankind social knowledge of a
practical sort is attained.
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Of the other Sophists, Gorgias, Prodicus and Hippias
were outstanding. Gorgias appealed especially to those
who wanted training in the effective use of language for
literary, political and legal purposes; in his courses he
analyzed the meanings of words and the principles of
forensic style. He also protested against devoting time to
the study of physics, on the ground that the nature of
the material world with which physics deals cannot even
be proved to exist; even if it did exist, it would be un-
knowable to us; and even if it were knowable, the knowl-
edge could not be communicated by one person to
another. Prodicus’ specialty was also the exact and effec-
tive use of language.

There was, however, a more radical group of Sophists.
The most famous was Hippias, who, in addition to the
unusually varied curriculum which he offered, advanced
the theory that while men differ in their customs and
laws they all have the same natural endowment, what-
ever their race or birth. Here was stated for the first time
the doctrine of natural rights which was destined to play
such a large part in later democratic theory; it involved,
of course, a denial of the traditional Athenian relegation
of women and slaves to an inferior status. This theory
was further developed by later Sophists into a defense of
extreme individualism. Starting from the assumption that
laws and customs are merely conventions, they held that
no particular government need be regarded with respect
or obeyed. But if government is changing and unimpor-
tant, that is not the case with the nature of each person;
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in their pursuit of pleasure all men are essentially alike.
Therefore laws may be broken if they interfere with the
individual’s right to pleasure; all that is needed is a means
of breaking them successfully.

From this developed a new theory of justice: that
when two individuals or groups conflict, justice is simply
the interest of the stronger. Since governments operate
only in the attempt to keep powerful people from realiz-
ing the pleasures to which they have a right, thus pro-
ducing a slave morality, the strong are justified in assert-
ing their superior power. Might is the only right. We
have already seen how this principle was applied in the
Athenian treatment of Melos.

It is not surprising that many of the young aristocrats,
feeling that the democracy had robbed their class of its
proper prestige and control of the government of the
city, accepted such a philosophy with eagerness. Now
they could pursue their pleasures with the assurance of
their right to have them, and exercise their will to power
with the conviction that they deserved to rule. Many
of the young democrats likewise found this theory to
their liking. It seemed to them to justify the individual-
ism for which Athens was noted among Greek cities and
the imperialistic policy of domination over the so-called
allies.

This growing scorn for established customs and this
shameless pursuit of personal pleasure were looked upon
with apprehension by many Athenians, aristocratic as
well as democratic groups. The aristocrats had a nostalgic
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regard for the customs of an earlier Athens, which re-
mained as the code of their class; the democrats had an
equally fervent respect for contemporary democratic con-
cepts. So the economic conflicts of the last part of the
fifth century were accompanied by a bitter controversy of
opinions among the people, which increased both the
tension and the lack of unity.

Another teacher who became prominent at this time
was Socrates. In some respects he was like the Sophists,
although his instruction was most informal and he asked
no pay for it; he, too, won an eager following among
the young intellectuals of Athens. He was born of work-
ing middle-class parents. Early in life he became inter-
ested in the speculations of the physicists regarding the
nature of the physical world, but became dissatisfied
with their materialistic interpretations and turned to the
study of human thinking and conduct. Unconvinced by
the pragmatism of Protagoras or the materialistic in-
dividualism of the more radical Sophists, he came to the
conclusion that the Sophists did not probe deeply
enough: thinking was a more exacting exercise than they
realized, and human relations had a more fundamental
basis than they had discovered. He was also appalled by
the superficial judgment of political leaders, whose opin-
ions masqueraded as knowledge and whose actions were
stupid, impulsive and selfish. Possessing a strong sense
of social duty, seasoned with humor and humility, and a
lively interest in people which saved him from super-
ciliousness, he set forth on the mission of working out
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principles of sound thinking which would save men from
what he considered to be their folly.

Why do men act foolishly and disastrously? he asked.
Because they do not know any better. Once a man
achieves genuine knowledge he is necessarily virtuous, for
it is inconceivable that any one can know what is right
and not do it. Every one wishes to do what is good (in
characteristic Greek fashion Socrates identified individual
and community welfare), and fails only because he is
ignorant.

Such knowledge, Socrates declared, must be distin-
guished from specialized mastery of particular skills. A
man may have expert knowledge and be technically
“good” at his job, yet be grossly uninformed with regard
to the principles and practice of good conduct. In fact
his unquestioned ability in his own field may be a posi-
tive disadvantage in that it leads him to an unjustified
confidence in his mere opinions outside that field.

How, then, is comprehensive knowledge to be at-
tained? By applying to all of our experience the critical
faculty of reason. “The uncritical life is not worth a
man’s living.” Most men live on the basis of habit or
opinion, which may result in satisfactory conduct, but
neither gives any guarantee of consistency because in
neither case is there real understanding. The only pro-
cedure which gives promise of certainty is the critical
analysis, de inition, and synthesis of the concepts which
guide our ctivity, such as courage, equality, friendship
and justice so that we will agree on their meaning and
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see their relation to one another. Socrates came increas-
ingly to believe that knowledge is thus a weaving of
separate ideas into the pattern of their total relationships;
any part of life is only to be understood in view of the
whole; and our intellectual and moral growth is from
the particulars of experience to as consistent and unified
an interpretation as we are able to make.

In 399 B.C., an Athenian court condemned this man
to death. Behind the specious charges was the obvious
belief that he was subversive of the democracy. Was there
any justification for this belief and this verdict?

It must be remembered that Athens was recovering
painfully from the wounds of war, defeat, and the terror
of the oligarchs; that the leader of the notorious Thirty
had been Critias, a disciple of Socrates; that for years
Socrates had exposed the ignorance and inefficiency of
public men in Athens, to the delight of his intimate com-
panions, the young aristocrats; that he was associated
in the popular mind with the radical Sophists; that he
had criticized the selection of officials by lot and asserted
that public service was a dangerous career for honest
men. It is not strange that the people should have re-
garded him as subversive and have been in no mood to
tolerate longer a man who, in their eyes, was an outstand-
ing critic and enemy of democracy. In all probability they
would have preferred to send him into exile, but his
refusal to show any spirit of conciliation at his trial
spurred them on to vote the death penalty.

A courageous critic of Athenian democracy he cer-
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tainly was—and a wiser Athens would have taken many
of his criticisms to heart; self-analysis and the rigorous
examination of one’s beliefs in terms of consistent con-
cepts are a wise prescription no matter who the doctor
may be. There is some evidence to indicate that he be-
came politically more conservative as he grew older. But
it must be questioned whether he was at heart an enemy
of democracy, regardless of his attitude toward specific
shortcomings of Athenian administration. He liked and
associated with plain people too much for that; his love
for Athens and her ways was deep, in spite of her mis-
takes; he always obeyed her laws and refused to be used
as a tool by the Thirty when they held unconstitutional
power; he believed in freedom of speech; and there is no
reason to suppose that he denied any man the capacity
for straight thinking and unselfish action. His mission
was to unmask ignorance, wherever it might be found,
and to lead men to saner thinking. What the particular
political consequences would be was, to him, far less
important than the personal and social effect.

Regardless of the aims and validity of his thinking, his
method, like that of the Sophists, contributed to the
prevailing unrest during the last part of the fifth century.
By itself the skepticism was a healthy thing, indicative
of growth, and if it had had a peaceful environment in
which to function, there is every reason to believe that
the Athenian social order would have adjusted itself nor-
mally to the new education and been the stronger for it.
But the interplay of the furious conflict of ideas and the
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harrowing flux of war allowed no such adjustment to be
made; the minds and morale of the people of Athens
became increasingly unstable; and when the war ended
the city was left distraught in attitude as well as ex-
hausted in resources.



POLITICS AND THE

DRAMA

The Greek tragedies give us no easy insight into the
political beliefs of their writers. Their chief concern was
with those qualities which, as Gilbert Murray has said,
“speak to us across the footlights of the centuries”—
beauty of structure and phrasing, the ethical and philo-
sophical significance of human purposes in conflict
against one another and against forces greater than they.
To such general issues Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripi-
des devoted their genius.

Yet we could hardly expect playwrights for a fifth-
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century Athenian audience to have remained insensitive
to the pressing immediate problems of their fellow citi-
zens. Greek tragedy was an art deeply rooted in the soil
of its own daily life, as well as that of universal human ex-
perience; the plays were chosen for presentation, pro-
duced, and judged by officials of the community; and
that community, politically minded as few have ever
been, was involved not only in exciting domestic policies
but also in the creation, control and defense of an em-
pire. It would be strange indeed if in the plays there
were no reflection of such vital concerns. That there was
such a reflection becomes clear when we examine the
dramas more closely from this point of view.

In Aristophanes’ comedy, the Frogs, the god Dionysus
is pictured going to Hades to bring back a tragedian to
save the befuddled city by his advice, and in the same
comedy Euripides is made to say that a poet deserves
praise when he develops better citizens and Aeschylus to
boast that he did it. This claim Aeschylus tried to justify
when he wrote the Persians, which glorifies the patriotic
devotion of the Greeks in the battle of Salamis; but apart
from that play we have none surviving that deal directly
with contemporary events. Yet, in spite of the fact that
the setting of the other tragedies was laid in the heroic
past of the Greek people, and usually far from Athens,
the situations chosen and the sentiments expressed must
have stimulated the audiences to make contemporary ap-
plications, thus enforcing the emotional effect by asso-
ciations with their own experience.
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We find considerable evidence to indicate that the
tragedies had political as well as philosophical and aes-
thetic meaning.

The most obvious way in which the dramatists revealed
their loyalty to the city, and sought to arouse the patriotic
feeling and thought of their audience, was by inserting
references to Athens. Aeschylus, who proved his patri-
otism by fighting at Marathon, was equally ardent in his
plays, often mentioning Athens as a beautiful and pros-
perous city, preserved in liberty by the gods and the
citizens. Sophocles described the physical charm of its
surroundings, and put praise of its power in the mouth
even of its enemies. But it was Euripides who most un-
blushingly included comments about his mother country.
His favorite epithet was “illustrious,” but he also wrote of
it as prosperous, a shining city, built by the gods, land of
heroes, free, the lovely home of the Graces. In the Medea
the women of Corinth were ironically made to sing the
glory of their most bitter commercial rival. Even prisoners
of war seemed to find solace in the thought of going to
such an attractive place.

Of all its characteristics, none was approved more ear-
nestly than its reception of refugees. Pericles’ boast in the
Funeral Speech, “We open our city to all the world,” was
repeatedly voiced by the poets. Two plays of Aeschylus
dealt with this theme. Sophocles made Oedipus, seeking
refuge from Thebes, declare that Athens alone gave hos-
pitality and security to unfortunate aliens. The point was
emphasized by Euripides. He pictured Medea finding
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refuge there when she fled from Corinth; the suffering
Heracles was warmly welcomed by Theseus, and his chil-
dren were received by a king who said, “To yield up sup-
pliants to another country I consider as bad as being
hanged.” When exiles in the Suppliant Women confi-
dently turned to Athens, declaring that it always protected
the wretched, they, too, were gallantly welcomed.

The dramatists were unsparing in their criticism of the
traditional enemies of Athens: Thebes and Sparta. It is
surely no coincidence that they so often used the legends
of Thebes, picturing the early woes of that city with its
dictatorship and intolerance, incest, patricide, banish-
ments and agony; or that so often its rulers were made to
suspect their subjects of base motives.

Aeschylus described Thebes as the town of the god of
war, whose ruler declares: “Anyone who refuses to obey
my authority shall die.” Sophocles showed in the An-
tigone how such tyranny results in disaster, and in the
Oedipus at Colonus foretold how Thebes would one day
be defeated by the free city of Athens. Euripides was
especially bitter toward the Thebans. The most dastardly
tyrant in Greek drama is Lycus, a native of that city. In
the Suppliant Women the Thebans are condemned as
“insolent and evil-hearted,” and their cruelty is vividly
contrasted with the warm human sympathy of Theseus
of Athens.

But Euripides’ most bitter criticism was directed at
Sparta. Sparta is “heartless and variable in her ways”; her
king, Menelaus, is insolent and brutal toward women and
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children, cowardly, deceitful and shameless. The An-
dromache, written during the early years of the war, rings
with the most violent denunciation of the Spartans: if
their military reputation were taken away they would be
accounted utterly worthless; their morals are scandalous;
undeserving of their good luck, they are “the most hate-
ful of men, tricksters, lords of lies, weavers of evil, crooked,
unhealthy and devious in mind, wholesale murderers, lust-
ful for gain, always saying one thing but contriving some-
thing else.” Seldom has patriotic hostility found such
spirited expression on any stage!

Much of this patriotism might have served a purely
nationalistic purpose, but as we examine the attitude of
the three tragedians toward the evolution of democracy
in Athens the political references become more sig-
nificant.

Aeschylus, himself a member of the landed nobility,
during the time of Cimon’s conservative leadership re-
joiced in the responsible freedom which Athens had
achieved for her citizens; she had guaranteed personal
liberty for all, and because of her victory at Salamis those
cities which were previously subject to Persia had re-
gained freedom of speech and action. “Who is master of
the Athenian people?” the Queen Mother of Persia in-
quires, and the Chorus replies, “Of no man are they
called the slaves or subjects.” In the Suppliants he rep-
resented the acts of the good king as determined by the
will of the people. But as time went on, he grew some-
what apprehensive regarding the radical tendencies of the
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democratic movement, especially its overthrow of the
powers of the traditional court of the Areopagus. In the
Eumenides Athena warns the citizens against anarchy as
well as tyranny, and advises them to regard with rev-
erence the ancient customs. According to Plutarch, when
the audience heard Amphiaraus described, in the Seven
Against Thebes, as a man of modesty, integrity, and pro-
found insight, they all turned and looked toward Aris-
tides, that conservative leader, believing that the words
were meant for him. Whether or not the story is true,
the implication is doubtless correct; Aeschylus admired
such elder statesmen.

It is fair to conclude that Sophocles was warmly in
sympathy with the middle-of-the-road democracy. His
most eloquent argument for it is the Antigone, which
must be regarded as a democratic document of the ut-
most importance. The conflict is between a new auto-
cratic ruler of Thebes, Creon, and Antigone, his niece,
who refuses to obey his public order to leave unburied the
body of her brother, whom Creon has stigmatized as a
traitor to the city. But this conflict is not merely between
an individual’s sense of personal love and religious duty
and the governmental authority -opposing it; Sophocles
saw that human situations are seldom as simple as that.
Antigone stands for the self-respect of her family as well
as her own (Sophocles is plainly aware of the value of
traditional family loyalties); she is strongly conscious of
being a woman who is being given orders by a man; and
in her bitter refusal to share the distinction of martyrdom
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with her sister she is somewhat arrogant as well as un-
questionably courageous. Creon is likewise governed by a
variety of motives: he is genuinely patriotic; he is very
much aware of his power and apprehensive of losing it; he
hates Antigone as a personal opponent, especially since
she is a woman. The problem Sophocles raises, then, is
this: when two such people, both proud and inflexible of
will, cherishing what they believe is right, oppose each
other, what alternative to tragedy is possible? The im-
plied answer can only be the democratic one—reasonable
discussion and adjustment of differences by mutual con-
cession.

The criticism of dictatorial rule in this play is unspar-
ing, and Haemon, the king’s son, makes the need of con-
sulting public opinion very explicit:

Creon: Am I to govern this land according to my
own views or those of other people?

Haemon: The state which one man owns is no state
at all.

Creon: Isn’t a state supposed to belong to its ruler?

Haemon: You would be a wonderful ruler of a
desert! *

(Compare with this Pericles’ words: “Our government
is controlled, not by the few, but by the many . . . All of
us share in considering and deciding public policy, in the
belief that action is sure to fail when it is undertaken
without full discussion.”) When Creon insists that a
ruler must be obeyed, whether his orders be right or
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wrong, for the sake of public order and efficiency,
Haemon again disagrees with him sharply; the resent-
ment aroused among the people when their judgment is
disregarded, he declares, undermines any real stability.

In the Oedipus the King and Electra, written after the
outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, we can discern less
enthusiasm for the prevailing spirit of the people. The
line, “What hate and envy accompany outstanding excel-
lence!” is doubtless a veiled comment on the current
criticism of Pericles, and “Set in the midst of evil, we
must do evil, too” may reflect the poet’s sad awareness of
the growing cruelties of imperialistic policy. The Philoc-
tetes, written after twenty years of war, is an especially
penetrating analysis of the tragic situation developed
under the empire. Young Neoptolemos has high individ-
ual standards of honor and kindness; Odysseus, arguing
that public expediency in a time of crisis cannot afford
such virtues, tries to make him become dishonest and
cruel. Here is a dilemma which must have seemed very
real and perplexing to the Athenian audience, and it is
not strange that Sophocles required a deus ex machina to
resolve it. In the character of Odysscus we see pictured
the type of politician that Sophocles plainly disliked: the
man who exercises control by specious words rather than
just deeds, and who feels no shame in causing suffering
to innocent people if the success of his schemes depends
upon it.

The conservatism of Aeschylus and the moderate lib-
eralism of Sophocles did not satisfy Euripides, who
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showed throughout his plays a profound understanding
of common people, including women and foreigners, and
confidence in their integrity and good sense. He mani-
fested sympathy for the followers of the popular god,
Dionysus, who “has no scorn for the humble, but freely
gives his wine to all”’; the lowly, even slaves, he held in
respect, declaring “It is the name only that brings shame
on the slave,” and “The honest man is nature’s noble-
man.” We would therefore expect him to favor the more
radical democratic policy, in internal affairs if not in its
imperialistic objectives.

Often in his earlier plays Euripides stated the supe-
riority of democratic rule over dictatorship. In the Sup-
pliant Women Theseus declares: “I have made Athens a
free city, with equal votes for all. Our city is not ruled by
one man; Athens is free, the people rule it, and they be-
stow equal rights on rich and poor.” An Argive herald
and he proceeded to debate the subject. The herald
argues that in a democracy the ignorant mob rules, and
demagogues, previously nobodies, control the people for
personal gain. Theseus replies that there is no worse foe
to a community than a dictator, under whom equality
before the law vanishes and the weak and poor are op-
pressed; but in a democracy, youth, wisdom and excel-
lence have a fair chance to serve the common welfare.
These sentiments were often repeated by Euripides.
Despotic rule is declared to be injustice masquerading as
prosperity; a dictator chooses vile men for his friends, and
must always live in fear of death.
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But the privileges of democracy also entail responsi-
bilities. Echoes of Pericles’ Funeral Speech appear in the
Children of Heracles, when Iolaus speaks of the duty of
a good man to subordinate self to the common good, and
Macaria gladly gives her life for the safety of the city;
also in the Hippolytus, where apathy and the pursuit of
pleasure are deplored, and in the Suppliant Women,
where the ideal citizen is described.

As the war dragged on, Euripides began to realize, in
spite of his faith in democracy, the dangers inherent in it
which were being realized under the stress of the struggle.
The most spirited indictment is stated by Ion, who says
that the mass of men hate those who are wiser than
themselves, especially those who mind their own busi-
ness in a city “full of criticism”; demagogues fear un-
selfish youthful ardor and real merit, and crush them. A
similar charge is made by Hecuba, who warns against the
rabble which makes a man act contrary to his better
judgment because of the fear of popular disapproval.
“Terrible are the rabble when they have bad leaders,”
says Orestes. Against such leaders Euripides directed his
most sharply barbed shafts, for he still believed in the
essential good will of the “unnumbered men”—the word
recalls Lincoln’s observation that God must love the
common people, because he made so many of them. It is
the glib of tongue who lead the people astray, the un-
principled seekers after power who will use any means to
win control; these men he lashed unmercifully as the
enemies of the state. It may be inferred that he had one
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of these radical demagogues in mind when he described
“a man of unbridled speech, blustering in insolence, re-
lying on sheer noise and boorish licence, yet credible
enough to involve the citizens in mischief.” “When a
person of persuasive words but evil intentions wins the
crowd to his will, it bodes ill for the city.”

Pondering on these evils of an unbridled democracy
and the civil strife which it engendered as the war con-
tinued, Euripides apparently came to the conclusion (as
Aristotle did later) that in a dominant middle class lay
the best hope of stability and civic welfare. He grew
heartsick over the factional wrangling in Athens. It is the
greed of the rich and the envy of the poor, he declared,
that bring about such strife; but “the middle class saves
states, guarding that order which the community estab-
lishes”’; good will and moderation are the saving virtues.

In spite of their praise of Athens and their vigorous
denunciation of her enemies, the playwrights were by no
means eager to sing the glories of war and empire; their
international predilections, it appears, were for peace and
for a spirit of conciliation. Aeschylus praised men who
defend their country, but war waged on foreign soil he
viewed quite differently. How vivid is the picture of the
soldiers’ ordeals and the suffering of non-combatants
given by Clytemnestra, the Chorus, and the herald in the
Agamemnon! Sophocles, in the Ajax, described war as a
shame and reproach to Greece, the cause of pain and
sorrow, the plague and ruin of men. But both yield to
Euripides, who came to detest with utter loathing the
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effects that war had wrought on men and cities, espe-
cially as he saw the brutality with which Athens forced
to submission her so-called allies. After one of these out-
rages, in the Hecuba and Andromache he portrayed with
deep compassion the woes of helpless captives. Later, in
the Suppliant Women, the lament of mothers and chil-
dren over their dead must have poignantly recalled their
losses to the audience in the theatre; and for the young
Athenians needlessly slaughtered in the Sicilian expedi-
tion he wrote a touching epitaph: “They, the glory of
their fatherland, have vanished, vanished, they have left
the plain where horses’ hoofs thundered and the gym-
nasiums where youths contend.” His greatest anti-war
play, the Trojan Women, must have shamed at least
some Athenians to realize that a victory like the recent
one over the small neutral state of Melos was in reality
an humiliating defeat.

“If only you would settle these controversies by intelli-
gence instead of by fighting!” This is the advice that
Euripides gave to all Greece. We read it in the Suppliant
Women: “Foolish states, which have the opportunity to
end evils by conference, yet choose to settle them by
murder . . . Unlucky men, why do you seize spears and
kill one another? In peace preserve your towns. Life is
short, and one should pass through it as happily as one
can.” And in the Iphigenia at Aulis, produced after the
fall of the empire, Euripides suggested the possibility of
a Greece devoted to common interests above the claims
of separate states.
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But the advice was given an unheeding world. Small
wonder that Euripides, heartsick at the woes self-inflicted
by his people, exclaimed: “Ill-fated Hellas! I mourn for
her. She has the will to create something excellent, but
will become instead the laughing-stock of worthless bar-
barians . . . God has made Hellas sick.” And in his final
play, written in his Macedonian retreat far from that
tragic scene, he invoked, with hopeless longing, “Her
who brings prosperity, Peace.”



10

CONCEPTIONS OF FATE

AND FREEDOM

One further attitude of the dramatists, a more funda-
mental one, remains to be considered. It has frequently
been said that Greeek tragedy was a drama of the hu-
man will crushed by fate, in which individuals had no
real freedom of choice, but were caught in a web of in-
evitable circumstance. If this is true, obviously the
dramatists denied two major assumptions of decmoc-
racy: the freedom of the individual and his ability to
shape his own destiny. But how true is it?

When we casually read the plays we find that the

140
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power of fate or the gods seems to play an important
role. Do we not see the characters struggling vainly
against supernatural powers that contrive disaster? Hip-
polytus was the victim of jealous Aphrodite; Orestes,
commanded by Apollo, slew his own mother; Heracles
murdered his children when driven mad by Hera; and
Oedipus, eager above all men to serve his people, yet was
destined to be their plague. And it is not only the plots
that indicate this supernatural control of men. In reading
the plays we cannot escape the constant repetition of
such words as necessity, fate, chance, destiny, and God’s
purpose, or of such sentiments as “There is nothing
stronger than awful Necessity,” “Zeus by ancient Law
guides Destiny aright,” “Fortune, with constant ebb and
flow, casts down and raises high alike the prosperous
and wretched,” “Drift with the changing tides of For-
tune,” “When was ever a man so ill-fated?” Here, seem-
ingly, is a leit-motif that runs through Greek tragedies;
in hardly one of them is the sentiment missing, and in
several it is repcated over and over again, the burden
voiced by the leading actors and echoed by chorus and
messenger, and somctimes by a god who is revealed in
person at the end.

So critics have neatly labeled Greek tragedy as the
drama of determinism. But no one can read Aristotle’s
Poetics without suspecting that this interpretation is a
superficial one. The Poetics is not a fanciful theory in-
vented by Aristotle; it is a realistic analysis of the plays
which Aristotle had seen, a grammar of art based on the
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living speech of the Athenian theatre. We may credit
him with at least as much insight into the meaning of
Greek tragedy as later critics have had. Yet in the Poetics
no mention is made of any such conflict against fate. In-
stead, the cause of the tragedy is attributed to a flaw in
the character of the victim: his ignorance, passion or
moral weakness; and the only necessity mentioned is
this: that the consequences shall follow as a credible out-
come of such traits of character and shall be consistently
developed, through cause and effect, to form an organic
whole. To see a virtuous man face unmerited misfortune,
says Aristotle, is not tragic, but shocking; no good play
has used such a situation, or one that relies on mere
chance for its outcome. In so far as fate or the gods
enter the scene, Aristotle apparently considered their part
as incidental, without significance in the tragic dénoue-
ment; and the only superhuman compulsion which he
implied is that of the complete universal structure in ac-
cordance with which any man must regulate his life if he
is to achieve happiness.

Why, then, did the dramatists make such use of orac-
ular commands, why do the gods seem to intervene so
often? Aristotle again gives the answer: dramatists bor-
rowed their plots from the historic legends of the great
families of Greece, which were rich in tragic implications.
But these stories, going back to early times, were dyed
dark with an unquestioning faith in the control of hu-
man affairs by ineluctable fate or capricious gods, who
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played with men as they would and whose purposes one
could neither understand nor justify. This is the frame-
work on which the fifth-century writers constructed
their plots; supernatural intervention belonged in the
stories and was not expurgated in the new versions.

But if it was not deleted, it was at least modified in
many ways. The word aisa, so commonly used in the
Iliad as a decree of god or the destiny of a man, occurs
rarely in Aeschylus and only four times in all the extant
plays of Sophocles and Euripides. Anagke (necessity)
often comes to mean the human necessity to surrender
to superior force, public opinion, and natural desire, or
to death, which is certainly the common fate of us all.
Tyche (chance) implies in many instances nothing more
than ordinary uncertainty, opportunity, or good and bad
luck as we roughly use the terms. Ate (doom) is the con-
sequence of hybris (presumptuous pride), or simply any
bane or pest; Creon calls Antigone and Ismene by that
name when they exasperate him. Moira and to peprome-
non (what is allotted) usually mean simply death.
Daimon (the divine power that distributes fortune to
men) is as loosely used as tyche to refer to disaster.

It is also very important to examine under what cir-
cumstances such words were used, and by whom. They do
not often affect the choosing of what one should do;
they are invoked by a person who fears the consequences
of a choice, or, when it has turned out badly, says in self-
justification, “It had to be.” All of us have such a tend-
ency to evade our own responsibility.
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Most often the Chorus, being unable to act themselves,
take pleasure in lugubrious references to fate. How irrel-
evant their comments may be appears in one of the love-
liest choral songs, sung to console Admetus after the
death of his wife, Alcestis. A. E. Housman translated
it as follows:

In heaven-high musings and many,
Far secking and deep debate,

Of strong things find I not any
That is as the strength of Fate.

Help nor healing is told

In soothsayings uttered of old,

In the Thracian runes, the verses
Engraven of Orpheus’ pen;

No balm of virtue to save

Apollo aforetime gave,

Who stayeth with tender mercies
The plagues of the children of men.

She hath not her habitation
In temples that hands have wrought;
Him that bringeth oblation,
Behold, she heedeth him naught.
Be thou not wroth with us more,
O Mistress, than heretofore;
For what God willeth soever,
That thou bringest to be;
Thou breakest in sunder the brand
Far forged in the Iron Land;
Thine heart is cruel, and never
Came pity anigh unto thee.
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Thee too, O King, hath she taken
And bound in her tenfold chain;
Yet faint not, neither complain:

The dead thou wilt not awaken
For all thy weeping again.

They perish, whom gods begot;

The night releaseth them not.

Beloved was she that died

And decar shall ever abide,

For this was the queen among women,
Admetus, that lay by thy side.

Not as the multitude lowly
Asleep in their sepulchres,
Not as their grave be hers,

But like as the gods held holy,
The worship of wayfarers.

Yea, all that travel the way

Far off shall see it and say,

Lo, crst for her lord she died,

Today she sitteth enskied;

Hail, lady, be gracious to usward;
that alway her honour abide.!

In spite of these solemnly beautiful sentiments assuring
Admetus that his wife was bound by a fate which no one
can escape, the audience knows at the time, and the
Chorus soon will know, that Heracles is cheating fate
and restoring Alcestis to life.

Yet we must not paint the picture too brightly. In spite
of all our reservations there is a fatalistic motif running
through Greek plays, and it often seems that the gods, or
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fate, or chance, are the real “masters of the show.” What
freedom, we may ask, is left for men? Aeschylus,
Sophocles and Euripides suggest four kinds of human
choice. By understanding what they are we shall become
acquainted with the essential thinking of the dramatists
and their Athenian audience.

First, they say, men who admit that consequences will
be determined by powers beyond them realize that they
have no sure means of knowing what those consequences
may be, and therefore make their decisions on the basis
of what seems to them best. We cannot know what
Zeus is, let alone the course his judgments will take. In
the Trojan Women Hecuba prays to Zeus, ‘“Whether
thou be the necessity of Nature or the intelligence of
mankind.” Aeschylus, in the Suppliants, says that al-
though Zeus’ will is accomplished, still “the pathways of
his understanding are beyond our searching out . . . in
mysterious ways he executes his purposes.” Since a man
has no clear foreknowledge regarding what Chance may
have in store for him, why should he care? asks Jocasta in
Oedipus the King; let him make the most out of life
while he can.

A further cause of uncertainty is the feeling that the
powers above find it hard to decide what should happen.
Divinities often oppose one another; Apollo disputes the
claims of Death, Aphrodite and Artemis are at odds over
Hippolytus. The Chorus in the Agamemnon believe that
“one purpose ordained of the gods restrains another from
winning the advantage.” In the Eumenides Athena has to



CONCEPTIONS OF FATE AND FREEDOM 147

weigh two claims of seemingly equal necessity, and ad-
mits that either decision will be unfortunate. When, in
the Libation Bearers, Clytemnestra argues that Fate must
share the responsibility for her having killed Agamem-
non, Orestes replies curtly, “Then Fate has arranged for
your death, too,” and proceeds to give reasons why he
should kill her. Since what is to be is unforeseen and so
uncertain, we can act only on our best judgment or most
urgent desire, hoping that our decision is the lucky one.

But the dramatists indicate that we are not left alto-
gether in the dark to determine our choice. Experience
has shown that the gods dislike such things as pride,
excess, the lust for power, inhospitality, treachery and
cruelty, because punishment has been visited on men
who thus offend. And in particular instances %nite
warnings have been given through oracles and omens,
although it is suggested (especially by Euripides) that
the priests and seers who expound these warnings are
often unreliable interpreters, more concerned about per-
sonal profit than divine truth. But if the gods give such
advice they do not compel men to heed it. The result of
disobedience is ruin, but we are permitted to choose

-whether or not to obey.

We may instance Agamemnon, who of his own free
will decided to sacrifice Iphigenia, hardening his heart in
order to avoid popular resentment and win a war, and on
his return home consented to enter his palace with Orien-
tal ostentation, preferring heaven’s displeasure to further
argument with his insistent wife. Xerxes in his presump-
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tuous pride dared to insult the gods of Greece. Oedipus,
after he had been warned that he would slay his father,
followed his rash impulse in murdering an old man at
the crossroads, and later, truculent, suspicious, and in-
flexibly confident of his own sufficiency, refused to respect
the feelings of Tiresias and Jocasta. The arrogance of
Ajax as a fighter led to his death, that of Pentheus as a
lawmaker and moralist brought him low.

Furthermore, the gods aid men who, of their own steady
judgment, choose to act well. “God loves to help the man
who works to help himself,” says Aeschylus. In Iphigenia
among the Taurians, Pylades says, “Wise men takc ad-
vantage of opportunity, not letting Fortune slip,” and
Orestes replies, “Fortune will, I think, be our ally. If a
man strives zealously, God’s strength helps him the
more.” Throughout Greek tragedy the sentiment is clear
—men are warned what to avoid, but are free to choose
as they will. Those who give way to their own weakness
are at least accomplices of the gods in the resulting
calamity.

There is, however, a more difficult problem of choice
to face. It sometimes happens that the gods or fate is
apparently opposed to the standards of right and wrong
which the best intentioned and supposedly wisest of hu-
man beings cherish. Then, say the tragedians, we are
not free to escape our destiny; but we are at least free,
knowing the consequences, to decline the possibility of
avoiding them by cowardly compromise. We can choose
to save our own integrity. Prometheus recognized the



CONCEPTIONS OF FATE AND FREEDOM 149

superior power of Zeus and the inevitable penalty, but
none the less defied the orders of a jealous and pitiless
god; accepting his punishment, he refused to call it just.
Why should the Trojan women suffer? They, too, must
bear an undeserved fate, but Hecuba voices their moral
victory over circumstance when she says, “The good
man’s native quality is never destroyed by misfortune,
but always keeps its value.” Cassandra is certainly mor-
ally superior to Apollo, her persecutor, when she casts the
insignia of her prophetic office away; and the compassion
of Theseus and the dying Hippolytus for each other
should have made Aphrodite blush.

We have thus far found three kinds of choice open to
men who, nevertheless, realize that the consequences are
controlled to some extent by superhuman powers. But in
many plays the sense of even this ultimate determinism
grows dim and largely or totally irrelevant; characters
come more and more to disregard the fact that the gods
and fate exist; in choosing what course they shall follow
they act on the basis of human propriety and probability.
Especially in the plays of Sophocles and Euripides, men
frankly follow their own judgment in deciding what to
do. Who will say that the strife between Medea and
Jason and between Antigone and Creon is more than a
conflict of human wills? No superior power constrained
Jason to abandon Medea, or Medea to execute her
revenge. It was Creon’s sense of duty to the state and his
masculine egotism that conflicted with Antigone’s stub-
born devotion to her dead brother. Her attitude toward
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fate is clearly shown in her bitter retort to the sister who
told her that it was useless to oppose a dictator: “Don’t
worry about me. Guide your own destiny—so as to be
safe!” Alcestis freely chose to save her husband’s life at
the cost of her own: “I die for you when it was possible
for me to live.” Iphigenia, in the Iphigenia at Aulis, and
Menoeceus, in the Phoenician Maidens, under no com-
pulsion, divine or human, gave their lives in willing
sacrifice for their people’s good. Electra acted upon no
mandate from Apollo; her own conscience bade her
avenge Agamemnon. Ajax willed his own death, to avoid
shame. Philoctetes is reproached for his obstinacy; “It is
you, you, who choose this,” say the Chorus; “this mis-
fortune comes from no outside source nor from one
stronger than you are. You were free to choose wisely.”
Neoptolemos adds, “What fortunes the gods give men
they must bear, but men who cling to self-inflicted griefs,
as you do, no one can rightly excuse or pity.” And in the
Bacchae, the most spectacular of all Greek tragedies, no
god forced Pentheus to oppose Dionysus; the king’s ego-
tism and puritanic concern for his people’s welfare dic-
tated his conduct, which was independent and courageous,
even if shortsighted. Commenting upon it, Tiresias
shrewdly declared: “I do not speak prophecy when I say
that Pentheus will fall. I am judging from his senseless
actions.”

Such instances might be multiplied at length. Those
which have been cited are perhaps sufficient to indicate
what the Athenian dramatists did. They took the old
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stories, in which heaven and fate played so important a
role; they made a concession to sentiment by preserving
in the pattern the threads of supernatural intervention.
But their own thinking outstripped tradition. They were
primarily concerned with probing into the consequences
of human purposes in conflict, with tracing the catastro-
phes of human choice. What men desire to do, will to
do, reason they are right in doing, this seemed to them
more than anything else exciting and significant. Greek
drama was chiefly concerned with the ways of men in
shaping their own destiny, with the failures and the
achievements of human freedom.

Finally, let us note that the tragic error of nearly every
play is an autocratic pride of mind or emotional arro-
gance which makes the reconciling of differences impos-
sible. Thus the ideal of the dramatists, like that of Pen-
cles, would seem to be the well-rounded man of sound
judgment, master of his impulses, ready to discuss, eager
to come to a reasoned agreement with any honest oppo-
nent: in short, the democratic man.
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INTOLERANCE

One of the basic tests of any society is its treatment of
foreign people and its own minorities. The test is two-
fold: of its liberalism in granting freedom to those who
differ from the prevailing opinions and activities of the
community, and of its wisdom in encouraging such dif-
ferences. For experience has shown that whereas the
rigid suppression of inquiry, ideas and conduct not ap-
proved by a dominant group results in sterile uniformity,
their free functioning is the surest guarantee of progress.

The history of scientific discovery, artistic creation, busi-
152
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ness improvements, educational, ethical and religious ad-
vance, demonstrates that only in so far as the many have
been called have the few been chosen.

With regard to the treatment of minorities Greece
offers two striking examples. Sparta, choosing to devote
her energies to the brutal suppression of her subordinate
groups, produced no creative culture. Athens, cultivating
freedom of speech and action, built up a great civiliza-
tion.

'The liberal policy outlined by Pericles for all the resi-
dents of Athens was, as we have seen, actually worked
out to a considerable extent. The political opportunity
available to citizens regardless of party, the economic
freedom given the metics, the degree of social freedom
granted to many slaves, the toleration of anti-democratic
clubs and, for many years, of such critics as Socrates, the
production under governmental auspices of plays sharply
critical of official leaders and programs, all indicate that
freedom was a reality in Athens even during the most
trying times of war.

Yet there were also definite limitations. It will be use-
ful before we leave the fifth-century democracy of Ath-
ens to examine in greater detail how those who were out-
side the dominant groups were treated. In addition to
the obvious facts that aliens, women and slaves were not
allowed to participate in shaping political policies; that
the custom of ostracism made it possible for the people
to exile political leaders and others who were not ac-
ceptable to them; and that a few intellectuals were
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forced to leave the city and Socrates was finally put to
death, there is an interesting broader pattern of intoler-
ance that will repay study.

Was there the prejudice of Athenian superiority? It is
true that Athenian birth in itself conferred certain po-
litical and economic rights. Aliens could not win citizen-
ship or own real property. Yet this restriction was not
based on any assumption that Athenians were by nature
better than aliens in intellectual capacity or devotion to
public welfare; it was merely a practical device to guar-
antee a citizenry aware of its traditional responsibility
and small enough in number to profit from extensive
political experience and the financial rewards for public
service. In every other respect Athens welcomed, even
encouraged, aliens to come to the city and stay there,
realizing how much they had to offer as craftsmen, busi-
ness and professional men in enriching the common life.
Furthermore, as master of her empire, although Athens
was manifestly unfair to the allies in many respects, there
is no indication that she claimed any natural right to
rule; she justified her position on grounds of the service
she rendered and her military power. To have asserted
any innate superiority to other Greeks would have seemed
to the Athenians an instance of hybris (pride) properly
inviting divine punishment.

With regard to non-Hellenic races, the Athenians, like
other Greeks, drew a sharp distinction between them-
selves and such peoples, who were called “barbarians.”
But the word did not imply what it does today. It meant
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little more than “foreigners”; and popular judgment that
they were inferior was naive rather than arrogant. Most
nationals today have a similar sense of their superiority,
which is innocent enough unless it becomes channeled
into an aggressive dogma of domination. To some extent
it was so channeled by Athens as well as other Greek
states, which acted toward tribes on the borders of their
world as if they were “lesser breeds without the law,”
proper prey for conquest and slavery. But this attitude
was seldom explicitly stated and never universally ap-
plied; until the time of Aristotle there was no defense of
slavery as an institution on the ground that some people
were by nature sub-men. And there are many instances
of asserting the rights and abilities of alien people. Eu-
ripides, in the Medea, had Jason voice the prejudice when
he told Medea how fortunate she was to have been
brought by him from her barbarous country on the Black
Sea to the civilized land of Greece; but in her reply
Medea showed how specious the argument was, coming
from an egotistical cad like Jason who was treating her
in such an uncivilized way. Again, in the Trojan Women,
Hecuba, and Andromache, the women of Troy were pic-
tured as manifestly superior in quality of mind and feel-
ing to their Greek conquerors. Decency, justice and fine-
ness of spirit, Euripides implied, were not the exclusive
possession of any race. And Athens, in her study of the
geography and customs of foreign lands, especially the
explorations of Herodotus in Persia, Babylonia and
Egypt, showed curiosity and interest rather than conde-



156 WHAT DEMOCRACY MEANT TO THE GREEKS

scension. She knew that she had much to learn from
those older, more experienced cultures.

It cannot be denied, however, that there was sex prej-
udice. Here the argument against the Athenian claim to
liberalism is a valid one. We have already seen how
many restrictions were placed on women. Beyond ques-
tion men considered themselves superior. To find the
causes for this pronounced masculine prejudice we must
go far back into the history of the Greek people. It was
not present to any like degree in the heroic age. In the
Iliad and the Odyssey, women, even Helen who caused
the war, were treated with great respect and affection;
a bride, wooed by many suitors, had to be won with gifts
instead of providing her dowry; and there is some indica-
tion of an earlier matriarchal society. But during the
succeeding period of storm and stress, when economic re-
sponsibility and the control of resources came increas-
ingly into the hands of men, a superfluity of girls and
women was resented as a burden which made life still
more difficult for those who had to bring them up, get
them married, and support them. During this period
Hesiod voiced the current criticism of the sex, which con-
tinued unabated during the following threec centuries.
The cause of all woe to men, he declared, was Pandora,
whose curiosity let loose the flood of evils that now beset
them. He advised men to be especially careful in choos-
ing a wife; wait until you have reached the discreet age
of thirty, he said, and pick a girl who lives near by so
that you will know all about her and she will not be a
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joke to your neighbors. Perhaps it would be better not to
marry at all; at least “don’t get taken in by a woman, it’s
your barn that she is after.” The most vitriolic attack
against women was made by Semonides, an Ionic poet
writing about 630 B.c. The gods made women in various
molds, he declared: one is like a sow, wallowing about
in her unkempt house and getting fat, another like a
shifty fox, another like a dog.

She runs around, prying everywhere, all eagerness to
hear and find out everything, and barks about it
whether she finds anything or not. She won’t stop
when her husband threatens her, or even when he
knocks out her teeth with a rock.

Another is like a clod, interested only in eating, and not
knowing cnough to come in out of the rain; another is
like the sea, one day all smiles and cheer, the next in a
violent storm. There is only one who is endurable: the
rare woman who is like a bee; her quiet industry makes
life happy and honeyed; she is the joy of her husband
and raises dutiful children; she dislikes gossip and gloat-
ing over scandal with other women. Lucky is the man
who gets such a wife!

Fifth-century Athens showed more restraint than this,
but the cool superiority in Pericles’ advice to women who
had lost their husbands and kin in the war may have been
to the more spirited among them quite as distasteful. We
see a suggestion of their resentment in the comedies of
Aristophanes; in his plays, notably the Thesmophoria-
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zusae, he also showed with considerable psychological in-
sight the devices they used to outwit their husbands and
win their little triumphs. But in the tragedies there is
more substantial evidence of a growing conviction that
women deserved greater consideration than they were
getting. In fact it is generally true that the most intel-
ligent and courageous characters in the tragedies are the
heroines, and the spectators were obviously meant to
sympathize with them in the sufferings they were forced
to bear and the revenge which they took on brutal and
stupid men who opposed them. The most explicit de-
fense of women was made by Euripides in Medea’s su-
perb speech before the women of Corinth. Medea, after
having saved Jason’s life and sacrificed everything to help
him, was abandoned when he had the chance to make a
more profitable royal marriage. She bitterly declared:

On me this totally unexpected blow has fallen and
ruined my life. There will be no more happiness for
me, friends, I want only to die. The man who meant
everything to me, my husband, has treated me with
utter cruelty. What can one do? Of all things that
live upon the earth we women are the most wretched.
First we must get a great lot of money together to
buy a husband, and then it’s a master of our flesh
that we take. Not to succeed in getting one brings
even greater shame. Will he be kind or cruel to us,
that becomes the all-important question, for you
know what a disgrace divorce is to a woman. So, en-
tering among new ways of life and customs, a bride
must be a seer—she never learned that at home—in
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order to get on well with this man who sleeps at her
side. And if by working our hardest we bring it
about that our husbands stay with us without fret-
ting, life is enviable, but if we fail we were better
dead. When a man is irritated at home he goes out
and has a good time somewhere else, but a wife has
no one to turn to except him. Then they say that
we lead a sheltered life at home, avoiding danger,
while they go out to fight, but I say that’s foolish
talk. I'd sooner endure three times all the pains of
battle than bear one child! *

To her plea for pity the women reply in kind, saying
that it is high time a poet were found to tell the world
the woes that women have had to endure in the past;
but they suggest that a better time is coming. Medea, by
her victory over Jason in argument and her final tragic
triumph, demonstrates that one woman at least, fighting
alone against the most powerful enemies, has vindicated
the rights of her sex.

The fact that such plays, in which intelligent and
brave women prove their superiority to men, were pop-
ular in Athens is evidence that the power of the mascu-
line prejudice was weakening toward the end of the fifth
century.

There remains the question of minority opinions with
regard to religion. In Athens, as in all of Greece, the
community religion was an intimate and vital part of
the personal and official life of the citizens to a degree
difficult for us to realize. Their patron gods were devoutly
worshipped by the farmers, business and professional
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men, and guilds of workers; divinities were regarded as
protectors of family welfare and the interests of the state.
Under such circumstances it is significant of Athenian
tolerance that although acts of sacrilege, such as the des-
ecration of holy objects and parodies of the mystery
rituals, were vigorously condemned and punished, the
most unorthodox beliefs of the materialistic philosophers
and skeptical Sophists were given so much latitude.
That there was popular resentment against them is
clear from three notorious cases. Anaxagoras was pros-
ecuted for irreligion, probably about 450 B.c., under a
new decree making nonconformity to the religious ob-
servances of the city cause for impeachment, and he had
to leave Athens in order to escape death. Even though in
all probability the charge was instigated by political en-
emies of Pericles in order to embarrass him, and an ad-
ditional charge of intrigue with Persia helped to influence
the verdict, the fact that such a law was passed shows
that people who openly flouted the religious practices of
Athens would run the risk of punishment. Again, in 415
B.C., Protagoras was indicted and had to flce from the
city. Since the sale of the book in which he professed
agnosticism was then forbidden and copies of it were
collected and burned, it might be inferred that the perse-
cution was on grounds of belief. But it must be noted
that the action was taken during an especially critical
time in the war; in his case, as in that of Anaxagoras, the
people wanted to rid themselves of what they regarded
as a dangerous political and social influence. This was



INTOLERANCE 161

certainly their attitude toward Socrates, against whom
the charge of unbelief was manifestly specious; the real
opposition to him came from indignant democrats.

It is apparent that except when political and personal
animosity was also involved the law remained for the
most part inoperative. The reason is doubtless that it
merely required “conformity to the religious observances
of the city.” Many a Sophist or other intellectual of
Athens who had his own ideas with regard to religion
could avoid trouble without too great a strain on his con-
science by participating in the community rituals. Be-
yond this requirement the ofhcial religion of the city was
amazingly tolerant. Its very polytheism (deplored by St.
Paul at a later date in his speech from the Areopagus)
gave latitude which discouraged the breeding of fanatics.
It was a religion primarily of ritualistic worship, which
insisted on no creed or dogma, had no sacred book or
united priesthood, and enforced no ethical doctrine. Con-
sequently a wide range of individual interpretation was
possible to suit the intellectual needs of its adherents.
The extent to which critical, even skeptical, opinions
were publicly tolerated appears in the plays of Euripides,
notably the Ion, Hippolytus and Bacchae, in which hu-
man ethical standards were presented as clearly finer
than those traditionally ascribed to certain gods.

We may conclude that in religion, as well as in other
aspects of life, restraints imposed by the prejudices of the
majority were few; men of varying beliefs faced life with
the “fearless confidence of freedom.”



12

THE EVOLUTION OF A

HE R O

People express their own aims and purposes in the heroes
they choose to revere. This revelation is especially telling
in the case of heroes regarding whom there are few his-
torical data, and who are, therefore, largely the imagina-
tive creation of their admirers. In studying the way in
which the Athenians felt toward Theseus, their leading
national hero, we may expect to get further insight into
the interests and ideals of the city; and as the prevailing
conception of him changed we may sum up in his evolu-
tion that of the people who cared for him.

162
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Prior to the rise of Athens as a political and cultural
power Theseus was a figure ranking with other mythical
heroes of the time preceding the Trojan War. If we may
accept a much-contested line in the Iliad, he appears
there as the son of Aegeus and the comrade of Pirithous,
praised by Nestor as one of the group of “mightiest men
who ever lived on the earth, who fought against the
wild tribes of the mountains and completely destroyed
them.” The cyclic writers referred to his abduction of
Helen and the consequent sacking of Athens by the
Dioscuri; in the Nostoi mention was made of his war
against the Amazons, in the course of which Queen
Antiope fell in love with him; and Hesiod related his love
affair with Hippe and his desertion of Ariadne because of
his infatuation for Aegle. The Ariadne story was also told
in the Odyssey and the Cypria, and in the Shield of Her-
acles mention was made of his war with the Lapiths
against the Centaurs.

What emerges from this as to the character of
Theseus? He was chiefly a fighter and a ravisseur, strong
in battle “for rich-haired Helen’s sake,” or against the
Centaurs and the Amazons, devoted to many women, a
loyal comrade in war. In other words, he was a typical
hero of the age of heroes.

By the time .of Pisistratus his character had somewhat
changed. He was still the warrior, to be sure; contem-
porary vases nearly always pictured him conquering the
Minotaur. And he was still a Don Juan. On the chest
of Cypselus he was represented with Ariadne, and on
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the Throne of Apollo at Amyclae, with Helen, a tradi-
tion in amorous adventure which Athens followed; on
the Frangois vase he heads the dance at Delos with
Eriboea. But as a warrior he was gaining in grace. He
became markedly Ionian in spirit, winning fame as a
dancer and musician. From this period may come the
legend of his being taunted as “‘a marriageable maiden”
by stone masons at work on an Athenian temple. And he
was becoming more circumspect in his love affairs. Pi-
sistratus ordered removed from the works of Hesiod the
verse referring to his passion for Aegle. Although we lack
contemporary evidence it is perhaps reasonable to assume
the further influence of Pisistratus in defining the per-
sonality of Theseus. The legendary connection of Theseus
with Delos made him an obvious figure around which
the more intimate relationship between Ionia and
Athens, fostered by the tyrant, might center; and that
Pisistratus also associated him with the reorganization of
the Panathenaic festival is likely from the tradition that
it was originally so named in the time of Theseus. In the
cult of the athlete, which developed amazingly at this
time, Theseus became the patron hero. Pausanias records
the popular belief that “the art of wrestling was invented
by Theseus, and after his time it was systematically
taught.” “All the Greeks,” he concludes, “are accustomed
to honor Theseus in the gymnasia and the wrestling
schools.” Undoubtedly he had been regarded as a re-
ligious and athletic hero before this time, but in the sec-
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ond half of the sixth century those aspects became in-
creasingly emphasized.

The conception of Theseus as a sportsman grew in
popularity during the period from 515 B.C. to the end of
the Persian invasion. An examination of the vase-paint-
ings and sculpture shows how he captured the people’s
imagination. On the earlier Athenian vases Heracles had
been the leading hero-athlete. But from 515 to 480 B.c,
there was a decided change; Theseus began to approach
in popularity Heracles, the traditional hero of all Greek
peoples. Instead of being chiefly the leader in the Cretan
adventure he was now presented in many exploits: against
the Amazons and the Centaurs and the various enemies
that he overcame on his journey from Troezen to Athens.
Just when the cycle of these adventures was established
we cannot definitely say, but it is certain that toward
the end of the sixth century he successfully challenged
Heracles’ superiority. The reason is clear: he was an
Athenian, whereas Heracles had been adopted especially
by the Dorians.

He was a hero of a different stamp from Heracles; not
the mature man of might, but a youth of beauty, flex-
ibility and grace, conquering his enemies less by force
than by strategy, using intelligence, and fighting for well-
defined, humane purposes. On the vases he was repre-
sented as the flower of Athenian youth, wearing delicate
Ionian garments, with a wreath of ivy or flowers in his
curly hair. “Amphitrite clad him in gleaming purple,”
wrote Bacchylides, a contemporary of these painters,
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“and set on his head a lovely wreath, dark with roses. He
has a sword with ivory hilt slung from his bright shoul-
ders, and two polished javelins, a Laconian cap covers
his ruddy locks, he wears a purple tunic and a heavy
Thessalian cape. A fiery light as of the Lemnian flame
flashes from his eyes. A youth in earliest manhood, so
vigorous, valiant and bold, surely a god is speeding him
to bring a just doom on the unrighteous.”

Similarly in the sculpture of this period, at Athens and
on the Athenian Treasury at Delphi, he is an athlete and
warrior of a different type from Heracles. In the group
in the Acropolis Museum, probably representing Theseus
and Procrustes, his body is delicate and supple, totally
different from the robust Heracles of the early pediments.
On the Athenian Treasury the sculptors gave him a posi-
tion superior to that of Heracles, and pictured him as a
gracious and cultured youth.

Athena, who had previously sponsored Heracles, now
often accompanied Theseus; it was she, according to
Bacchylides, who sent him a favoring breeze to speed
him to Crete. Whereas Heracles labored for a tyrant,
Theseus fought for freedom. And at this time, if we may
judge from an ode of Bacchylides and the well-known
Theseus and Amphitrite painting by Euphronius, his
connection with the sea was re-emphasized. Here again,
Theseus typified Athenian ideals; he was not only an able
athlete and an intelligent fighter, but also the son of
Poseidon and master of the sea.

Just when the conception arose of Theseus as the
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democratically minded founder of the Athenian com-
monwealth, it is impossible to say. But we may perhaps
fairly assume that the notion became clearly defined fol-
lowing the overthrow of the tyrants.

As Athens grew to maturity, there was increased de-
votion to her national hero. He became even more popu-
lar after 470 B.c., when Cimon made political capital out
of bringing back his bones from Scyros, burying them in
the heart of the city, and formally establishing his cult.
The leading Athenian painters and sculptors decorated
with his exploits the chief buildings at home and abroad,
including sculpture on the Parthenon, the Hephaesteum
and the temple of Poseidon at Sunium, and paintings in
the Theseum and the Painted Portico at Athens and the
Lesche at Delphi. Phidias carved Theseus and the
Amazons on the taboret under the feet of the famous
statue of Zeus at Olympia; Micon in the Stoa Poikele
pictured Theseus seeming to rise out of the earth to en-
courage the Athenian soldiers at Marathon. The vase-
painters were less interested in mythological scenes than
formerly, more concerned with scenes from daily life,
but they continued to picture the exploits of Theseus.

The chief record for this period is that of the dram-
atists, who told the story of his maturity. Aeschylus
wrote at least two, Sophocles three, and Euripides five
plays in which Theseus played an important part. And
the great festivals, the Synoecia, Oschophoria, Pyanepsia,
and the revived Delian games, bear witness to the rever-
ence shown the hero in the great days of Athens.
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How did the Athenians like to think of him then? The
vase-painters evidently preferred to hold to tradition, and
often presented him still as the young adventurer. But
this is not always the case. On two vases, at least, there
is a change in mood. The Painter of the Yale Oenochoe
pictured him facing Poseidon in a serious interview, ma-
ture in his bearing. On a lecythus by the Alcimachus
Painter he appears wearily enduring his punishment in
Hades in consequence of his too daring devotion to his
friend Perithous; he greets Heracles, not as a youth a
man, but as one man another.

It was Theseus in his maturity who now received the
chief acclaim. If he was still a chivalrous fighter and
athlete, he was not often thought of as a debonair ado-
lescent; he had become more sober, deliberate, and re-
served; he worked for more important causes and
defended the weak in a more responsible way. He was
less a fighter than a statesman, with a peace as well as a
war policy. “A king of equal insight and power,” Thu-
cydides characterized him. “Inform me,” he says to
Oedipus at Colonus; “I must have full knowledge before
I come to a decision.” He asks the outcast king’s advice,
for “it is not proper for a wise man to disregard any
matter, great or small.” In the Suppliant Women he
praises “that god who first gave order to our way of life,
out of chaos and brutishness,” and says, “Even when we
are wronged, we should bear it calmly, not giving way to
wrath.” Only once was he pictured as losing his patience
and poise. That was when he read the note left by his
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dead wife, accusing Hippolytus, his son, of a monstrous
crime; but from even this blow he soon recovered and
repented of not having waited for proof.

Against the Amazons he waged war for the freedom
of Athens, but it was more than the mere existence of
the city that he had at heart. It was Athens the law-
abiding democracy which he served. Over and over again
the dramatists presented him in this guise, a Pericles
among heroes. “I shall see to it,” he declares to Oedipus,
“that this state is stronger than any one man. You have
come to a community that observes justice and does
nothing except with due sanction of law.” In the Sup-
pliant Women he formulates his faith in public opinion
and political rights for all. A dictator, he declares, “is
the worst foe of a state, but when the people are in con-
trol the city rejoices in young citizens eager to defend
her.”

He was represented not only as the political champion
of the ordinary citizen but also as the sympathetic friend
of the weak, the suffering, and the helpless. Treating the
aged Oedipus with tender consideration, he says: “I, too,
was raised in exile and in foreign lands and wrestled with
many perils. Therefore no stranger in trouble shall seek
help from me in vain.” When Heracles, in anguish over
having murdered his own children in a fit of madness,
does not dare to raise his head, Theseus reproaches him
gently: “Why wave me back, as if you might pollute me?
It was sympathy for you that brought me here. I am a
friend in foul as well as fair weather.” He insists upon
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assuming Heracles” full burden of guilt, and brings him
to Athens to share his own substance. No wonder that
Heracles exclaims, “An unfortunate man becomes lucky
when he gains a friend like this!”

When the suppliant Argive women ask for the bodies
of their dead, killed at Thebes, he does not need the sug-
gestion given by his mother: “It is right bravely to defend
the oppressed, that is what gives you your reputation.”
He performs the service of love, himself washing the
wounds of the dead, for, he says, no one should be re-
pelled by suffering. Then he orders the bodies to be
burned before the mothers should view the wounds, ask-
ing simply, “Why increase their grief?” And the full
measure of his compassion is recorded in his laments,
first over his wife, then over the dying Hippolytus. It is
significant that the Theseum became the refuge for mal-
treated slaves, and that at Theseus’ festival there was a
general distribution of provisions to the poor. “His
tomb,” according to Plutarch, “is a place of refuge for
slaves and all poor people who fear those who have more
power, since Theseus was their champion and helper
during his life, and in kindness heeded the prayers of
the needy.”

Even in the latter part of the fifth century, when moral
standards had declined under the influence of war, The-
seus continued to be represented as irreproachable in
honor and profoundly pious, untainted by the skepticism
and sophistry of the times. His ability in debate showed
that he was an intellectual as well as a moral leader, but
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his chief qualities were those of character. “I shall not
deceive you. My word is my oath,” he declares to Oedi-
pus, who finds no cause to doubt him. In the same play
he constantly warns Oedipus not to fail in due reverence
to the gods. Even Euripides represented him as a truly
religious man. He reproaches refugees for not seeking
divine blessing, and condemns Adrastus for ruining his
state by scorning the gods; as for himself, he says, he
craves to have the good will of all the gods who reverence
justice; and he prays: “Lady Athena, I shall obey your
commands, for you guide me so that I may not err.” It
is only in the Hippolytus that he says, in his agony, “The
gods blinded my mind.”

The Theseus of the late fifth century was a man truly
heroic, cast in a mold more ethical than the gods them-
selves, demanding respect and reverence and love, a mov-
ing figure indeed in those feverish days. We may imagine
that in thinking of him the Athenians found confidence
and security. The words inscribed on Hadrian’s Arch:
“Athens, formerly the city of Theseus,” have profound
meaning. Athens, while she had been the city of Solon
and of Pisistratus, of Pericles and Cleon, had consistently
been the city of Theseus. The reason is that he was a
hero not limited by the known facts of an actual life; he
had grown as the city grew, re-created after Athens’ own
heart, in her own best image. Paraphrasing Chesterton,
we may say that she did not love him because he was
Theseus; he was Theseus because she loved him.
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CONSERVATIVE

REACTIONS

So far we have been seeing Athenian democracy chiefly
from the point of view of those who believed in it. But
there was, of course, another side. Even before the Pelo-
ponnesian War, which brought the mistakes of pop-
ular government into high and sometimes hideous relief,
there was bitter criticism among the aristocratic cliques.
During the war and following its tragic conclusion, when
the creative spirit of the city was at a low ebb, adverse
judgments broke forth in full flood. Now, facing the de-
cline of democracy in Greece, we must take into account
175
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the opinions of those who never believed in it, or whose
tentative faith could not survive its faults.

The chief criticism came, of course, from uncompro-
mising aristocrats. During the last half of the fifth cen-
tury Athens was not a happy place for them. They had
to submit to seeing common artisans and farmers decid-
ing public policy and judging them in the courts; they
resented the prevailing spirit of mercantilism and indus-
try; their claims of ancestry and a gentlemanly way of
life were ignored or ridiculed; intellectual skepticism was
questioning many of their most cherished beliefs and
customs; and, to crown it all, war was being waged
against Sparta, a city which many of them admired and
which most of them thought should be appeased.

They were favorably disposed toward Sparta because
that city had what Athens lacked: a strict code of tradi-
tion, law and order firmly established, the banning of in-
novation. Since so many of the critics of democracy in
this and the succeeding century looked toward Sparta
with approving eyes, we shall do well to study its pattern
of government and education.

Sparta was founded on the supremacy of a small group
of Dorian invaders over the inhabitants whom they con-
quered, a supremacy which was never relinquished. De-
scendants of some of the conquered people as well as
imported workers, called perioeci (dwellers-around), were
assigned to the handicrafts and trade, to provide equip-
ment for their superiors; others, the helots, did the farm-
ing to produce the necessary food. Both groups were kept
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in a status of absolute subordination. The perioeci re-
ceived enough privileges to keep them satisfied, but
among the helots revolt was always a danger, which the
Spartans met by periodic murder of those who showed
any unusual initiative or ambition. Thus security from
the threat of the majority of its own population, which
was ten times greater than the number of Spartans, was
the chief problem of the state, and it was solved by the
most brutal means.

Owing to this almost exclusive preoccupation, the
Spartans, after attempting for a time to develop a cul-
tural environment by importing poets, sculptors and crafts-
men from other cities, by the fifth century resigned
themselves to an austere life based entirely on a semi-
communistic military pattern, thus reverting to a society
little more advanced than a primitive tribal order. Every
man until late in life was a soldier under the severest dis-
cipline, eating at a common mess and owning virtually
no private property. Since the suspicion which they had
toward their subject population extended also to their
own ranks, they framed a government with a careful sys-
tem of checks and balances. There were two hereditary
kings who shared the command of the army, although
they were not in complete control of military policy; a
council of twenty-eight men over sixty years of age had
advisory and legal duties; and the assembly of citizen-
soldiers over thirty years of age met for formal discussion
of city issues. The chief administrative officials were five
ephors who were elected annually from all the citizens.



178 WHAT DEMOCRACY MEANT TO THE GREEKS

As a result of this elaborate distribution of powers Spar-
tan foreign policy was usually somewhat hesitant and de-
cidedly conservative.

In their education the Spartans showed their complete
devotion to the military ideal. Up to the age of seven,
boys were taken by their fathers to meetings of military
clubs, to habituate them to the customs of soldiers; then,
organized into divisions under drill-masters, they started
their rigorous military life. The aim was to develop cour-
age and endurance. Individual initiative was encouraged
only in lying and stealing, and even those practices were
drilled into groups as a part of the Spartan curriculum.
The result was strong, silent, dangerous men. The educa-
tional values which Athens prized—reading, debate, the
arts—were scorned in Sparta. Girls were trained to be-
come the wives and mothers of soldiers by a similar phys-
ical regimen in organized “packs.”

The result of all this was a well-regulated state from
the military point of view, but sterile in every cultural
way. The highest virtue was to fight and die bravely for
one’s country; that is what men praise and women love,
declared Tyrtaeus, a poet who wrote the marching songs
for the sons of military men. The simple code is summed
up in one of his marches; the drum-beat rhythm of the
original is roughly approximated in this translation:

Up and on, sons of noble Spartal
Valiant children of citizen fathers!
Your shields swung out on your left side,
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Letting drive your spears without flinching.
Never a thought of saving your lives:
That is not done in our Spartal

It was the law and order of this commonwealth, the
discipline, the devotion to an aristocratic code of con-
duct, the scorn of manual labor, the suppression of the
workers, that appealed to the aristocrats of Athens. Their
own ideal was, of course, a broader cultural one, but they
saw many administrative advantages in the Spartan sys-
tem.

Of the poets of fifth-century Greece, the favorite of
the aristocrats was Pindar, a Theban of noble Dorian an-
cestry who wrote odes in honor of the victors at the
great athletic festivals. Although he showed little inter-
est in politics (his profession perhaps made him cau-
tious), he loved to visit the princes of Sicily who enter-
tained with sumptuous hospitality, patronized the arts,
and kept fine racing stables. All of his writings praised
the traditions of gentlemen. “Wealth adorned with vir-
tue is the true light of men,” he wrote; respect for one’s
ancestors and their way of life is a noble thing; since the
hot-headed rabble revolts against custom, leadership
should be in the hands of the few who are wise and just;
a devotion to honor marks the narrow road to the Elysian
fields.

The philosophy which appealed most to the best fam-
ilies in Athens was that of the Pythagorean brotherhoods,
whose chief intellectual concern was mathematics but
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whose practical interest lay in a determined defense of
aristocratic regimes against the inroads of democracy.
They approved especially of the Pythagorean loyalty to
ancient laws and customs even if they might be in certain
respects inferior to new ones, on the principle that
change is in itself a dangerous thing, the greatest sin is
anarchy, and in the nature of things some are fitted to
rule, others to obey.

The opposition of the aristocrats was not, however,
confined to theoretical objections. It also took the form
of clubs with a program of action, which worked con-
stantly for the overthrow of the democratic government
of Athens. Their efforts were successful, as we have seen,
only for brief periods in the later years of the war and
after its conclusion, but their activity in stirring up re-
sentment was unceasing. A document characteristic of
their propaganda is an anonymous publication, written
probably about 420 ».c., entitled The Constitution of
Athens. This cynical little essay attempts to explain why
a government of the Athenian sort could maintain itself
in power or even be tolerated by decent people. It has
produced a society, says the Old Oligarch, in which even
slaves are given freedom and equality; where insignificant
men strut about as officials, insolently enjoying the trap-
pings of office and making private fortunes out of the
public revenues; where politicians bribe the people by
programs of public works and festivals, free gymnasia,
and pay for judicial and military service; where treaties
and alliances are repudiated by an assembly which is to-
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tally irresponsible. Toward their subject states they are
unjust and rapacious. No one is pleased with such dis-
order except the rabble; but it is precisely the rabble
who rule, so there need be no wonder that Athens keeps
such an absurd system. This crusty and unregenerate Old
Oligarch viewed the democracy through the jaundiced
eyes of party spite; his criticism reveals how incapable his
group was of understanding the social and educational
value of the democratic policy.

A slightly later critic of the principles and administra-
tion of the Athenian system was Xenophon, a country
gentleman of limited intellect but of lively interests, a
soldier of fortune, a modest student of systems of govern-
ment and education, an admirer of Socrates, a self-reliant,
practical man. He wrote a book on education in Persia,
approving it because it concentrated on military skill and
truth-telling; the social structure of Persia he also praised
for its class system, and the government for its wise mon-
archy. In his treatise on the management of an estate he
declared that there are only two occupations fit for gen-
tlemen: warfare and farming; “the so-called menial oc-
cupations are properly despised, for they kill the bodies
of those who are engaged in them by forcing such people
to stay seated indoors”; the rights of citizenship should
not be extended to such deformed people. Socrates’ con-
demnation of the selection of officials by lot and ill-
considered judgments made by the assembly convinced
him that this philosopher, at least, was a sensible man
like himself.
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But the chief spokesman for the aristocratic program
was the leading comic poet of Athens, Aristophanes. Not
that he was a political partisan; he had too much inde-
pendence of mind to ally himself with the reactionary
clubs, and he loved Athens more than any party. But he
did hold up to ridicule the shortcomings of the democ-
racy, and his background as a country gentleman made
him sympathetic toward the general attitude of his class.
The most convincing proof that freedom of speech was
soundly guaranteed in Athens is the fact that his plays,
unreservedly critical of approved policies and procedures
and of majority leaders, were performed regularly during
the course of the war under governmental auspices, and
received many first prizes. Only once was he held up by
censorship, and then it was quickly revoked.

One reason for this remarkable tolerance was, of course,
that the people wanted to see the plays produced be-
cause they were full of riotous and frequently outrageous
fun. They are so even to us—and humor must be good
not to suffer greatly in being transplanted down the cen-
turies. He used every trick of the comedian: puns and
outlandish speech, incongruous situations, ludicrous en-
tanglements succeeding one another at a breath-taking
pace, the burlesquing of scencs from serious plays, au-
dacious vulgarity, fantastic characters and costumes.

But, as he himself said, even a comic writer can tell
the people the unpalatable truth. He was more than a
comedian; he was a social and political satirist, calling
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attention to what he considered the mistakes which the
Athenian people were making in their politics, their
education, their relations with neighboring states.

In his earliest extant play, the Acharnians, written
after half a dozen years of war, Aristophanes presented
the thesis dear to the country gentlemen, that the war
should never have been started and that negotiations
should be entered into with Sparta to stop it. In the play
we see, in addition to Aristophanes’ hatred of war itself,
his loathing of the crop of specious diplomats, politicians
(especially Cleon, the majority leader), informers, and
profiteers which had grown up like weeds in the environ-
ment of war.

Dicaeopolis (Honest-citizen) is pictured as a sensible
farmer who tries to get the government to make peace
with Sparta; when his efforts fail he makes a private peace
of his own. This is resented by a group of Acharnians,
humble charcoal burners from the hill country, who are
herded inside the city and have to watch their property
being destroyed by the enemy; instead of blaming their
leaders, however, they are ardent patriots and want to
stone Dicaeopolis as a traitor. They are finally persuaded
to listen while he presents his case:

A. Here’s the fellow who made the treaty, here he
is, the very man. Everybody hit the rascal, hit
him, hit him again!

Why should you do that, most revered Achar-
nians? '

A. You ask why, you shameless traitor? You be-
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trayer of your country, you who made a private
treaty and then dare to look us in the face!
But you don’t know why I made it. Just listen
to me.

Listen to you? Never! You're going to die and
be buried under the pile of stones we kill you
with.

My go‘f)d men, leave the Spartans out of it for
a moment, and listen to the terms of my treaty
and see if they aren’t good ones.

How could they be? Sparta doesn’t respect any
promises she makes.

I know the Spartans too, and in spite of our
anger toward them we must admit that they
aren’t entirely to blame for the present state of
affairs.

Not entirely? Not entirely? You dare to say
such things to us and expect us to spare you?
Not entirely, I say, not entirely, and I could
prove, if you gave me a chance, that they have
been wronged by us.

This is a terrible and heart-perplexing thing, for
you to plead for our enemies.

I hate the Spartans bitterly, and I'd like to see
Poseidon destroy all their houses in an earth-
quake, for they have cut down my vines as well
as yours. Yet, since we are all friends here, let’s
ask ourselves why we blame the Spartans for
our troubles. Our own leaders—not the people
of Athens, they’re not to blame—but rascally
fellows among us, counterfeit statesmen, worth-
less, spurious, kept on denouncing Megarian
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goods and placed an embargo on them. Now
this was trifling, and the way we regularly con-
duct our foreign affairs. But then some of our
young bloods went to Megara and stole a pros-
titute; the Megarians were aroused by that and
retaliated by taking off two of Aspasia’s light
women; and it was because of these three bawds
that war broke out all over Greece. For in wrath
our Olympian Pericles then proceeded to thun-
der and hurl his lightning and stir up Hellas,
enacting laws against the Megarians that read
like drinking songs. Then, when the Megarians
were being reduced to starvation by the em-
bargo, they begged the Spartans to get the law
revoked, and the Spartans kept asking us to
do it, but we wouldn’t yield an inch. Then
came the clash of shields and the war was on.
Some of you will say they shouldn’t have done
it. But tell me this, what should they have
done? You know well that if you had a provo-
cation much less than that you would go to war
about it.!

Some of the Acharnians are convinced. Then a gen-
eral, Lamachus, enters; he is represented as a blustering,
stupid soldier, chiefly interested in drawing his pay as a
general. A local informer is traded to a Boeotian fish
dealer in pay for some eels; when the fish dealer protests
that the man is too small, Dicaeopolis replies, “Yes, but
every bit of him is—rotten!” Finally Lamachus returns
wounded from battle, to find Dicaeopolis matching every
one of his miseries with a joy of peace in the lovely coun-
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tryside, with plenty of good health, comfortable shelter,
fine food, dancing and merriment.

In this play the new education is blamed for making
young people flippant debaters, neglecting equally their
duties and their manners, and Cleon is treated with the
utmost contempt as cowardly, avaricious, and vile in his
personal habits.

The following year, in the Knights, Aristophanes con-
tinued his vitriolic attack on Cleon. The Sovereign Peo-
ple is represented by Demos, a dull-witted, quick-tem-
pered, fickle old man, who is having the wool pulled over
his eyes by his ¢hief servant, who holds his position by
flattering and giving presents to his master while behind
his back he is cheating him and blackmailing and robbing
the other servants. Two generals, Demosthenes and Nicias,
realize that the only way to get rid of Cleon is to put up
a rival who will be even more effective in using the same
tricks on old man Demos, so they select a sausage-seller
who is bawling his wares in the marketplace. He protests
to Demosthenes that he is not good enough for the job.

S.S. Tell me this, how can I, just a sausage-seller,
be a big man like that?

D. It’s the easiest thing in the world. You've got
all the qualifications: low birth, marketplace
training, impudence.

S.S. 1don’t think I deserve it.

D.  Not deserve it? It looks to me as if you've got
too good a conscience. Was your father a
gentleman?
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S.S. By the gods, no! My folks were blackguards

D.  Lucky man! What a good start you've got for
public life!

S.S. ButI don’t know a thing except how to read,
and hardly that.

D.  The only trouble is that you know anything.
To be a leader of the people isn’t for learned
men or honest men, but for the ignorant and
vile. Don’t miss this wonderful opportunity! 2

Cleon comes blustering in, and he and the sausage-seller
engage in a furious battle of insults; Cleon dares his op-
ponent to better his record in stealing and lying. The
rival finally wins the favor of Demos by offering him es-
pecially tempting gifts and making him unusually com-
fortable; then he proceeds to open the old man’s eyes, so
that Demos sees how silly he has been in submitting to
the flattery and robbery of his former servant. He vows
that he will be on the alert in the future.

It is astonishing that such criticism of a leading states-
man was permitted on the public stage, especially in war
time, the more so since the charges were clearly libelous.
If Cleon had been guilty of the crimes of which Aristoph-
anes accused him he would certainly have been in-
dicted before a court. The facts are that Cleon was the
leader of the business and working-class majority, whose
policies Aristophanes disliked, was prosecuting a war of
which the comedian disapproved, and was forcing the
rich to meet the heavy costs of the war. This was cause
enough to make Aristophanes direct against Cleon his
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heaviest fire of invective. Although the people accepted
the leadership of Cleon, they none the less liked to have
a chance to laugh at him, which is good evidence that
they had the versatility of mind that Pericles praised in
them.

The poet must have been a happy man in 421 B.C.
Cleon was dead, and peace to last for fifty years was con-
cluded between Athens and Sparta (unfortunately Sparta
failed to get the approval of her allies, and hostilities
soon broke out again). Only a month before the terms
were signed, Aristophanes produced his play entitled the
Peace; it is not much of a play, but because of its subject
it doubtless made a hit. It pictures a group of Athenian
farmers digging up Peace, who has been imprisoned in
a dungeon, singing in her praise as they work and con-
demning those who like fighting, whether for the fun of
it, because of military ambition, or to make war profits.
In this play Aristophanes again charged Pericles with
having started the war and Cleon with having insisted on
continuing it, and prayed for the unity of all Hellas in
bonds of friendship.

His most pointed anti-war play was the Lysistrata,
written shortly after the disastrous Sicilian expedition. In
this play the women of Athens, disgusted with their hus-
bands for prolonging the war, unite with the women of
the enemy cities in using the characteristically feminine
tactics of refusing to have sexual relations with their hus-
bands until they conclude a peace. The women’s com-
ments on the mistakes of Athenian policy are often dev-
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astating. There was no need of thie war in the first place;
it has been conducted badly; women have suffered from
it most, the mothers whose sons have died, the unmar-
ried ones whose chances of getting a husband have van-
ished. The women’s policy (and here we see Aristoph-
anes’ formula for a lasting peace) is to reconcile the
differences between Athens and Sparta, enfranchise the
resident aliens in the city, and treat the allies in a friendly
way.

Two comedies ridicule the Athenian passion for mak-
ing laws and serving on juries. In the Birds, citizens who
are weary of the politics and lawsuits of Athens (“Our
Athenians chirp like cicadas over their lawsuits all life
long”) fly up and found a new city among the birds in
Cloud Cuckoo Land, but find that even there statute
merchants will not leave them alone. The Wasps is de-
voted entirely to the theme of legal service. An old
farmer is madly devoted to his jury duty, which gives
him a chance to meddle in the private affairs of his neigh-
bors, feel his power over them, and enjoy public pay for
the privilege. He is not pictured as a vicious person, but
rather as a mentally diseased one who needs medical
treatment.

The new education was attacked by Aristophanes in
the Clouds. A pseudo-Socrates, physicist and unscrupu-
lous sophist, is pictured conducting a Little Think-Shop,
in which experimental devices such as aptitude tests and
the project method are used. Here Strepsiades, a farmer
whose son has loaded him down with racing debts,
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comes to learn how to evade payment, but he cannot sat-
isfy the requirements in verbal gymnastics. He prevails
upon his son to attend the school. The boy, instructed
by the Unjust Reasoning in methods of making the
worse cause appear the better one, finds out not only
how to evade the debts but also how to justify beating his
father and mother, whereupon Strepsiades takes revenge
on Socrates. In the play Socrates rejects the traditional
gods and substitutes for them Cosmic Whirl, and his
Unjust Reasoning ridicules the old-fashioned training
which made boys healthy, modest and patriotic, and
boasts that it makes them dissolute, disputatious, and
successful in getting what they want, no matter how im-
moral they may be. The Frogs and the Thesmophoria-
zusae leveled the same sort of criticism against Euripides;
he was condemned for making his leading characters
neurasthenic products of the new morality who try to
justify their unsocial conduct by sophistic reasoning.

Finally, in the Ecclesiazusae, Aristophanes represented
women seizing political power which was denied them
in Athens. They get control of the government, and pro-
pose to set up a system of socialism, with community of
property and the abolition of marriage. The fact that
Aristophanes used this material for comic purposes may
indicate that there was talk of liberation for women in
Athens, and perhaps he had some sympathy with the
idea. Praxagora, the leading lady, argues that women
should rule, because



CONSERVATIVE REACTIONS 101

You won’t find them trying out newfangled ideas
all the time. And wouldn’t it have been the salva-
tion of Athens if she had let well enough alone and
not always been in a hurry to change things? Wom-
en roast their barley sitting down, in the good old-
fashioned way. They carry burdens on their heads,
in the good old-fashioned way. . . . They deceive
their husbands, in the good old-fashioned way. They
love their wine strong, in the good old-fashioned
way.?

This is fooling, but as usual Aristophanes meant some-
thing of what he said. Women are sensibly conservative;
and even when they twist the good old-fashioned way to
suit their pleasure they are clever about it; “no one will
cheat them, for they know all the tricks.” Finally, and
this argument must have sounded really convincing to
some of the audience, they could not make more of a
mess of things than the men had done.

How effective Aristophanes’ attacks were we have no
means of knowing, except that Cleon tried to silence
him and Socrates considered the Clouds responsible for
creating a hostile public opinion. In many respects they
were doubtless most unfair to individuals, such as Cleon
and Socrates, and to public policy. They were certainly
shortsighted: Athens could not return to an agricultural
economy, abandoning the commercial and industrial ac-
tivity which had led to the dominance of the lower mid-
dle class in domestic affairs and the empire in foreign
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relations; there was little promise of a constructive modus
vivendi with Sparta. But they were of value and deserved
a greater influence than they had in pointing out the
dangers of demagogues at home, rash expansion abroad,
and, especially, of the war which was gradually wrecking
all Greece. If Aristophanes had taken a stand that was
more appreciative of the genuine achievements of the
democracy, if he had concentrated on the primary need
of Athens to win allies rather than rule subject states,
his criticism would doubtless have been more acceptable
and his contribution would have been far more valuable.
How valid was all this criticism by Athenian conserva-
tives? Part of it may be dismissed as sheer prejudice on
the part of aristocrats who resented their loss of political
power and social prestige. Such were their claims that
ordinary people were incapable of governing themselves,
that manual labor was degrading, that old traditions
should not be changed. They were too biased to admit
that ordinary people in Athens had shown extraordinary
ability in selecting their leaders, directing domestic af-
fairs, and managing complex relations with their empire;
that manual labor had a large share in creating the cul-
tural greatness of the city; and that the changes in edu-
cation and customs represented healthy growing pains.
If the order and stability dear to the aristocrats were lack-
ing, can any society in the process of rapid cvolution be
reasonably expected to develop with consistent regularity
and maintain the equilibrium found in a caste system?
Many of the criticisms of the more liberal conserva-
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tives, however, had greater justification, as we have al-
ready seen. Perhaps Athens needed more of a check on
the immediate expression of mass judgment; the people
were sometimes inclined to follow irresponsible leader-
ship; too free a rein was given to war-mongers, malicious
informers and profiteers; the policy of expansion was
pursued recklessly; and unquestionably the democracy
had shown indecision and hysteria at home, and cruelty
toward its subject states, as the war continued. But,
granting the validity of all these criticisms, the balance
sheet, in view of the actual accomplishment of fifth-
century Athens, was overwhelmingly in democracy’s favor.



14

THE FADING TRADITION

There is no need of following in detail the political
events of the period between the fall of the Athenian
Empire and the conquest of Greece by Macedon: the
unimaginative domination by Sparta, the equally sterile
leadership of Thebes, the shifting pattern of alliances
whereby the separate Greek cities sought to gain security
and advantage for themselves. Throughout this period
their autonomy was constantly threatened by the intrigues
of Persia, which finally succeeded in incorporating in her
empire the Greek cities of Asia Minor, and it eventually
v 194
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collapsed before the combined military power and po-
litical shrewdness of Philip of Macedon. The reason is
plain to see: Sparta and Thebes had military strength
but lacked the statesmanship to manage the states they
subdued; Athens was content for the most part to play
a modestly neutral rdle after her unsuccessful venture of
the previous century; and Greece as a whole, lacking both
leadership and the desire for co-operation, spent its re-
sources in plotting and fighting within itself instead of
attempting to reach an understanding that might have
led to effective unity.

While their foreign policy was thus fumbling, within
the separate states there was increasing class conflict, in-
dividualism, and a spirit of criticism which replaced the
earlier creative effort. Economically the cities were not
badly off, in spite of a growth in population which re-
duced the standard of living for many people even below
what they had been accustomed to; scientific improve-
ments were bringing about an increase in agricultural pro-
duction, trade flourished, and the banking business was
never so prosperous. But as private fortunes increased,
social responsibility declined. In politics, although the
old institutions survived, the former zest on the part of
the people was gone; social discipline and a concern for
the common welfare were dissipated, because of the
ambition of individuals and groups for money and power
and the lack of civic interest on the part of the people;
professional politicians were more eager to secure per-
sonal success than to formulate sound public policy. The
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keynote was no longer a wholesome relationship be-
tween the individual and the community, but rather an
almost exclusive concern with individual wealth and
prestige.

In literature and the arts the same spirit prevailed. The
new comedy dealt with problems arising out of personal
and family difficulties; robust attacks on civic institu-
tions and party leaders like those of Aristophanes were
now discouraged. Tragedy likewise abandoned the major
social themes of the previous century. Critical literature,
especially rhetoric and philosophy, took the place of
more creative expression. There were no great com-
munity building programs; instead, wealthy men patron-
ized the architects, sculptors and painters of the time
and gave them commissions for portraits and family
monuments. In consequence their art lacked the substan-
tial idealism of their predecessors’ work. The three great-
est sculptors of the fourth century B.c., Praxiteles, Scopas
and Lysippus, developed trends which continued through-
out the later history of classical sculpture; Praxiteles
made sensuous representations of individuals, concen-
trating on attitudes of evanescent and momentary charm;
Scopas realized with dramatic energy the violent emo-
tions of fear and agony; Lysippus modeled coldly realistic
statues which translated into bronze the actual form and
features of local celebrities.

During this time Athens retained her democratic in-
stitutions and continued to be a cultural center for the
Mediterranean world. As a consequence of the modera-



THE FADING TRADITION 197

tion shown by the restored democracy toward its po-
litical opponents, no serious oligarchical movement was
active. Sporadically the city attempted to bring various
Greek states together into a coalition, first against Sparta,
then Thebes, Persia, and finally Macedon, but there was
little heart in the effort; the people were weary of war,
and wanted above all else to go about their private con-
cerns in peace. In 378 B.c., Athens formed a new league
including parts of her former empire, with a more demo-
cratic constitution (all the other cities were represented
by a council which had equal legislative rights with
Athens), the aim being, as an extant inscription states,
“to compel the Spartans to permit the Greeks to enjoy
peace in freedom”; but this league was broken up when
Thebes supplanted Sparta. Athens occasionally consid-
ered making campaigns reminiscent of her former aggres-
sive days, but abandoned the projects as too ambitious.
Ultimately, however, she faced the menace of Philip of
Macedon, and then had to come to a decision whether
to appease the autocrat or attempt resistance.

Two parties developed in Athens: one for conciliation
with Philip, the other for building up alliances for re-
sistance. The latter was led by the orator Demosthenes,
whose chief policy throughout his public life was one of
opposition to Philip, as a tyrant who would reduce the
Greek cities to a condition of slavery. Believing that
Athens still had a r6le of leadership to play, as she had
in former days, he pleaded for an increase in the Athe-
nian navy, the cost to be met by a graduated property
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tax on all the residents and diversion of festival funds, a
system of alliances which would put the Greek cities on
a comparable military footing with Macedon, and, above
all, for a rebirth of the old Athenian spirit of freedom,
courage, and devotion to civic duty.

Opposed to him at the start was a considerable num-
ber of people who refused to believe that Philip really
had designs on Greece, and who considered it bad policy
to send aid to cities that were being attacked, for fear that
Philip would consider it a cause for making war on
Athens. Demosthenes replied that Philip was actually al-
ready at war with Athens, and that Athens was doomed
if she remained inactive while Philip by intrigue and
bribery throughout the Greek cities caused internal dis-
sension and softened them up one by one, meanwhile
declaring that he had no designs against them; that
Athens could not afford to refuse to send help in the hope
that neutrality would save her, for “the fact is that what-
ever happens to those other states is just as much hap-
pening to Athens”; and that there could be no honorable
understanding with Philip.

If any man supposes this to be a peace, which en-
ables Philip to conquer every one else and ulti-
mately attack you, he is mad. If we wait for him
actually to declare war on us we are naive indeed,
for he would not do that even though he marched
right into Attica, if we judge from what he has done
to others.!
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But the chief group who opposed Demosthenes were
those who favored submission to Philip once they saw
him on the march. They were a varied lot, including
some Athenians who desired peace at all costs, business
men who thought their private fortunes would prosper as
well or better under the Macedonian, a few who were
bribed to do “fifth column” work in the city, and a group
of patriots who were convinced that the day of inde-
pendent small city-states was inevitably past, and that
it was the part of wisdom to come to as advantageous
terms as possible with a ruler who had the military
strength and political sagacity to unite all Greece into an
effective force against the danger which they always
feared from Persia.

The leaders of this party were Eubulus, an able if
cautious financier, the educator Isocrates, and the orator
Aeschines. Isocrates was a conservative professor, head
for fifty years of the leading liberal college in Athens, and
a tireless pamphleteer. In politics he was an opponent of
democracy, which seemed to his tidy mind to be most
disorderly; he was distressed by the class feeling, and
deplored the fact that the poor liked nothing better than
to tax the rich without mercy and that the rich would
rather throw their money into the sea than relieve the
misery of the poor. The solution he proposed was a re-
turn to the system of Solon’s time, limiting the powers
of the assembly, abolishing the lot, and electing to office
men of property and education.

With regard to foreign policy, Isocrates had previously
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warned against imperialistic adventures on the principle
that Athens must become reconciled to giving up the
idea of a naval empire, since that had brought about her
downfall; but he hoped that Athens and Sparta could
effect an alliance to oppose Persia. Most of all, however,
he had wanted peace among the Hellenic states. Horri-
fied by the constant wars and the destruction of property
and the human misery that had resulted from them, he
had pleaded for a Golden Rule among the Greek citics:
“Treat weaker states as you would wish stronger states to
treat you.” But his exhortation had been without effect.
Now at last he saw a solution of the problem. In an open
letter to Philip he publicly announced that in his opin-
ion there was no future for the Greek citics if they con-
tinued to be divided and in conflict with one another;
it was time for them to unite under the lcadership of a
ruler who had the intelligence, resources, and military
genius to weld them into a really powerful alliance capa-
ble of maintaining peace among themselves and of con-
ducting a crusade against the “barbarian” Persia. His
motives were excellent; but he failed to rcalize that any
peace guaranteed by Philip would be on Philip’s terms.

In reply to Isocrates’ argument, which was advanced
also by Aeschines, Demosthenes leveled his most violent
attacks. He declared that the menace of Persia was dis-
tant and only potential, but that of Macedon was im-
mediate and actual. He realized the advantages that
Philip had: efficiency in action because the entire control
of the Macedonian state and army was concentrated in
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his hands, great wcalth to use in bribing people in the
cities he coveted, shrewdness in his policy of “divide
and conquer.” He also recognized the shortcomings of
Athens: it stupidly refused to help states nearer Macedon
that might have been bolstered up as a barrier; when it
finally reached a decision it failed to center responsi-
bility squarely or to implement its legislation with prac-
tical means for action (“A decree is worthless unless you
are ready to do what you vote”); the help which it sent
was always too little and too late to be effective. And it
was not the policies of the city that Demosthenes chiefly
criticized, it was the attitude of the citizens. The glory
of your past has departed, he told the Athenians; in for-
mer times citizens were less interested in making private
fortunes than in enriching the city, but now they build
private homes more sumptuous than public buildings;
then no such hostility as now exists between rich and
poor was permitted to develop; then the people con-
trolled their statesmen, now they let them do as they
please so long as they give the people doles and amuse-
ments; frce speech is allowed, even to slaves, but citizens
wish to hear only what is pleasant, not what might be
painful but profitable; public officials who take bribes
are no longer punished, and citizens in the pay of the
enemy are allowed to stir up dissension, propaganda for
peace, and defeatism which undermine the morale of the
city.

Yet he was convinced that the Athenian principles of
government and the Athenian character were vastly supe-
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rior to those of Philip. Philip, he declared, was no states-
man with a constructive program; his policy had always
been one of terrorism; his success was achieved merely by
employing new military devices and traitors. Admitting
that Athens had done wrong in oppressing the subject
states in her empire, he asserted that it was nothing com-
pared with Philip’s policy of extermination and destruc-
tion and his refusal to be at peace with any one except on
a basis of complete domination. And he always remained
loyal to the traditional democratic faith of Athens, which
he had stated in one of his earlier speeches:

In my opinion it would be better for us to be at war
with all the states of Greece, provided that they en-
joyed democratic governments, than to be friends
with them all if they were ruled by oligarchies; for
with free states it would not be difficult to make
peace whenever you wished, but with oligarchical
governments we could not even form a union on
which we could rely; for it is not possible that a few
can entertain friendship for the many, or those who
exercise arbitrary power for men who choose to live
on terms of freedom and equality.?

“Democracies and dictators cannot exist together,” he
declared. “Every dictator is an enemy of freedom.”
Aeschines, a more pedestrian mind, was also at first
opposed to Philip, but soon became convinced that op-
position was futile and that Athens should make the
best bargain she could. He was used as a tool by Philip,
but Demosthenes’ vicious attacks on him as a traitor who
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had sold himself were unjustified. Although Philip had
bought a few renegade Athenians (one was executed for
accepting his money and burning down an arsenal in
Athens), Aeschines was undoubtedly a patriot acting in
accordance with his belief that the course proposed by
Demosthenes was impractical.

Demosthenes won the victory over Aeschines because
of his vastly superior oratorical ability and the moral
earnestness which he felt and magnificently expressed.
Yet, judged by expediency, Aeschines was unquestionably
more prudent. Athens lacked the military means, the po-
litical vision, and, most of all, the real will to fight, which
were required to make resistance successful; nor were the
other Greek cities better prepared.

It may be said, and often has been said, that Demos-
thenes was ill-advised in leading such a forlorn cause;
that he looked back to a past that could never be recap-
tured, that the day of the independent city-state was
over, and unification of the Greek world under a power-
ful ruler was desirable as well as inevitable. It is clear
that Demosthenes overestimated the power of Athens
and that he exaggerated the malignity of Macedon; Philip
was a military autocrat, to be sure, but he respected the
culture of the Greek cities, especially Athens, and Alex-
ander the Great was soon to use his military supremacy
to do missionary work for that culture. Yet in leading his
resistance Demosthenes was true to the finest tradition
of his people—the tradition of self-respecting freedom;
and if the Greek cities had been sensible enough to fol-
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low his advice from the start, the cause might not have
been forlorn. And it was by no means inevitable that the
unification should come from without, had there been
the will and intelligence to achieve it from within.

The fact that his advice was not followed was due to
defects in Demosthenes as well as in the people whom he
sought to lead. In spite of all his honesty, patriotic fervor,
unremitting energy, and oratorical genius, he lacked cer-
tain qualities necessary for democratic leadership in times
of crisis. He was a prophet rather than a statesman, casti-
gating the Athenian people for their apathy and selfish-
ness, but failing to have the even temper, objective view,
and broad human sympathy of Solon and Pericles, or the
earthy shrewdness of Cleon, which would have made
him effective as a practical politician. He did finally
arouse the Athenians, and tried to awaken other states to
their peril, but that was not enough. What was needed
was a statesman able to foresee and work unceasingly to
realize, by conference as well as oratory, the only possi-
ble means of successfully resisting Philip: a united front
of the most powerful Greek city-states, like the alliance
that had opposed Persia at the beginning of the fifth
century.

‘As it was, when Philip finally attacked, Athens and
Thebes resisted desperately but were defeated. After the
victory of Chaeronea in 338 B.c., Philip adopted a lenient
policy toward Athens, partly because it still had a navy
that might have been troublesome to him, partly because
he had genuine respect for its civilization; but he pro-
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ceeded to use a strong hand in organizing the Greek
world under his control. When he died, Athens pursued
the same tactics in its relations to Alexander, at first try-
ing to organize opposition, but finally congratulating
him when he captured and destroyed Thebes. The final
scene in the drama of Athenian political prestige came
when the city made one last attempt to regain her free-
dom. Her army was crushed, and she had to submit to a
temporary loss of her democratic constitution (civic
rights were limited by a property qualification), the sur-
render of her democratic leaders, and the installation of
a Macedonian garrison. From this time through the pe-
riod under Roman domination she was merely a cultural
center, continuing to exercise a certain measure of leader-
ship in education, philosophy and the arts.
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PLATO’S APPRAISAL

Of all the critics of Athenian democracy (and it must
be noted that they were themselves a product of the so-
ciety they criticized), the most severe was Plato; in fact
he has often been regarded as the most uncompromising
of all foes of democracy. Why he should have had this
attitude is not difficult to understand. He came from an
aristocratic family; in his youth he had seen his beloved
friend and teacher, Socrates, sentenced to death by one
of the people’s courts; his mind, eager for certainty, was
intensely irritated alike by the pragmatic theories of the

206
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radical Sophists and the constantly shifting opinions of
the Athenian political leaders and the assembly; his taste
for grace of living was shocked by the vulgarity of a city
overrun with artisans, traders and presumptuous slaves;
and his moral code demanded far more than the individ-
ualistic hedonism of the Sophists and the standards which
were acceptable to the people with whom he was forced
to rub shoulders. Furthermore, his youthful ambition for
a political career was frustrated when the democracy
showed by its treatment of Socrates that it would not
acknowledge the sort of leadership he had to offer; and
when he turned to the pursuit of philosophy he consid-
ered that Athens failed to provide an environment in
which his idealism would win proper respect and appre-
ciation.

Yet his philosophy was far from being purely specula-
tive. He was keenly aware of the need of formulating
principles that would be socially valuable; he never really
lost his political ambition. Starting from Socrates’ con-
demnation of mere opinion as a guide to conduct, he
proceeded to construct a theory of knowledge and its ap-
plication to society which, in his opinion, would remedy
the faults of the democratic system in which he lived.

The chief flaws in that system he believed to be the
lack of expert intelligence in government and of honest
devotion to the public welfare. The use of the lot in se-
lecting officials and the passing of legislation by vote of
all the citizens meant that instead of government by
specialists, who were equipped for their jobs, the unin-
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formed judgment of the least educated citizens had the
most influence; and their leaders, in formulating public
policy, possessed pragmatic opinions but no real knowl-
edge. These so-called statesmen maintained their influ-
ence by taxing the rich to provide pleasures for the poor,
with the result that the poor became increasingly idle and
worthless. Instead of asking the advice of authorities in
the science of politics, the people preferred to listen to
orators who flattered them with the aim of gaining suc-
cess and power for themselves. Our statesmen are experts
in confectionery and dress, he declared, but bad as doc-
tors and gymnastic trainers; “we can point to no one who
has shown himself a good man in the politics of this city.”

To the democracy’s claims of equality and liberty he
replied that equality is a false conception; men are not
created equal, nor is it just to treat them as if they were.
As for liberty, he granted that a man might do and say
what he wanted to in Athcns, and there was some virtue
in that; in the Laws he praised the rule of Cyrus of Persia
where the soldiers and generals were trcated as equals and
the soldiers fought better because of it, freedom of speech
was permitted so that any man could impart his wisdom
to all, and “the nation progressed in all respects because
there were freedom and friendship and community of
mind among them”; later the Persians declined because
“they diminished the freedom of the people and so de-
stroyed friendship and community of feeling. No city can
be well governed which has not liberty and the alliance
of friendship and wisdom.” Yet he believed that the lib-
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erty of Athens, which produced “the greatest variety
of human nature in what seemed to be the loveliest
of states, like an embroidered robe gay with every sort of
flower,” was not so beautiful after all; lacking a sense of
reverent obedience to law, it had degenerated into virtual
anarchy, a feverish existence which offered no real good
for any one.

So much for the negative criticism of Plato. In the
Republic he constructed his positive program. It started
from a discussion of the nature of justice. The traditional
notions that justice consists of “telling the truth and pay-
ing one’s debts” or “rendering to each man his due,” and
the two Sophistic theories that it is either a social con-
tract to protect the weak from the strong, or the interest
of the stronger, he rejected. We shall best find out what
justice is in a community, he said, if we first discover
what it is in an individual.

An individual is made up of three elements: appetite,
honorable spirit, and reason. He is like a chariot drawn
by a powerful but clumsy horse (appetite) and a nervous
thoroughbred (honorable spirit), and directed by the
charioteer (reason). Justice consists in each one of these
fulfilling its proper function and not attempting to do
the work of another. Both horses must be kept in healthy
condition if the chariot is to get anywhere, for they sup-
ply the power, but if the chariot is to avoid being wrecked
and is to reach its goal they must be held in check and
guided by the charioteer. Appetite and spirit must be con-
trolled by reason.
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"This analysis he then transferred to the state. In it are
the same three elements: appetite, represented by the ac-
quisitive class, the workers and business men, whose pri-
mary aim is to get things for themselves; honorable spirit,
represented by those who are actuated by motives of
public service, the soldiers who sacrifice themselves to
guard the community; and reason, represented by the
philosophers, who are the most intelligent as well as the
most public-spirited members of the community. Justice,
here too, consists in each group doing what it is best
fitted to do and not attempting to usurp the function of
any other group. It is just for the workers to be busy at
their jobs and acquire the proper rewards for their work;
it is just for the soldiers to win glory in defending their
country; it is just for the philosophers to rule. If any one
of these tries to do the work better suited to another,
especially if a business man, worker, or soldier becomes
the ruler, it is unjust to the entire society. For the person
whose dominant motive is the acquisition of goods for
himself will certainly continue to work for his own inter-
ests if he is granted or secures power over his fellow citi-
zens; he has neither the knowledge nor the unselfishness
to rule beneficially. Likewise the soldier, no matter how
noble his motives may be, is intellectually incapable of
directing the policies of the state wisely. Only philos-
ophers should be kings.

Next Plato considered how these classes were to be
trained to fulfill their functions and to develop social con-
sciousness. It is the first duty of the state, he said, to es-
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tablish a system of education which will discover what
each child is fitted to do, and then make sure that he is
properly trained to do it. Primary education should be the
same for all children, controlled by the state and based
on the traditional Athenian curriculum: music (and by
music Plato meant also literature) and physical training.
Aesthetic education he regarded as the very foundation
of the good life.

To us the gods were given as our comrades in the
dance, they imparted the delightful sense of thythm
and harmony whereby they cause us to lead our cho-
ruses, joining hands in dances and songs. Education
is first given through the Muses and Apollo. We
must, then, follow the scent like hounds, pursuing
beauty of form and melody and song and dance; if
these escape us there will be no use in talking about
genuine education.

Why is such an education important? Here is Plato’s
answer:

A musical education is of the greatest importance,
because rhythm and harmony penetrate very deeply
to the inward places of the soul and affect it most
powerfully, imparting grace; and also because one
who has been so trained will perceive most keenly the
defects of both art and nature. With true discrimi-
nation he will commend and enjoy beautiful objects,
and, receiving them into his soul, will grow to be
beautiful and good. But shameful things he will prop-
erly censure and hate, even in his youth before he is
able to understand the reason why; and when reason
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comes he will recognize and welcome her in most
friendly fashion because of this early training.?

In other words, education in the arts develops emotional
patterns which influence one’s entire life.

But in order to train youth to the sort of emotional re-
actions that will be socially desirable the material must be
carefully selected. Shall men say that a dancer dances and
sings well? More than that, they must add “he dances and
sings what is good.” It is “intolerable and blasphemous” to
assert that the function of music is to give pleasure, to be
(in Bach’s phrase) a pleasant recreation. In an amusing
passage in the Laws Plato warned against listening to
music unaccompanied by words, because it is difficult to
recognize the meaning of pure music or to see that any
worthy object is represented by it. Music, like every other
art, must educate people’s moral character.

So there must be strict censorship of the arts. Only
those stories and poems which tell of virtuous action, in-
spiring young people to be brave, sober-minded, truthful
and magnanimous, should be permitted. The others must
be deleted, “not because they are unpoetical or unattrac-
tive to the ear” but because for this very reason they are
more likely to have a bad influence. Similarly with music,
the effeminate, plaintive and convivial harmonies must
be discarded, and only those retained which represent the
tones and accents of a brave man, acting with courage,
sobriety, and moderation, “the natural rhythms of a well-
regulated and manly life.”
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Consequently artists must be chosen carefully; and if
an artist should arrive in the city “so clever as to be able
to assume any character and imitate anything,” Plato
proposed to pay him all respect, but “after pouring per-
fumed oil upon his head and crowning him with a gar-
land” to send him away to another city. “For ourselves,”
he declared, “we shall employ for our well-being that
more austere and less charming poet who will imitate for
us the style of the virtuous man.”

Poets [he concluded] should be compelled to express
in their productions the likeness of a good character,
and other craftsmen too must be restrained from ex-
pressing an evil nature, intemperance, meanness and
ungracefulness, whether in the images of living crea-
tures, or buildings, or any other work of their hands.
He who is unable to do otherwise shall be forbidden
to work in our city, so that our guardians may not be
reared among images of evil, as upon unwholesome
pastures. We ought rather to seck for artists who de-
sire to track down the nature of the beautiful and
graceful, so that our youth, living in a healthful place,
may derive good from every side, whence any emana-
tion from beautiful works may strike upon their sight
or hearing like a breeze wafting health from kindly
lands, and from childhood win them imperceptibly
into resemblance, friendship, and harmony with in-
tellectual beauty.?

Once these artistic subjects and patterns which have
ethical value have been established they must not be
changed. Plato abhorred moral innovation. Children, he
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said, should not be constantly given new games, for then
when they grow up they will be always demanding new
laws. He praised the Egyptians, who allowed no altera-
tions in their traditional art. “Their ancient sculpture and
paintings,” he declared exultantly, “are not a whit better
or worse than the work of today, but are made with just
the same skill. How statesmanlike, how worthy of a legis-
lator!”

Who are to be the censors? Who should make these
important decisions? Certainly not the people, for then
artists would pander to the public instead of educating
them; and “the many are ridiculous in supposing that
they know what are proper harmony and rhythm.” But
neither did Plato delegate the responsibility to any chief
of police or self-appointed society to safeguard morals.
The best minds are to decide. Philosophers are to be the
censors.

Following this elementary education, those who dem-
onstrate that they have the capacity to proceed further
should be given training to develop their qualities of
courage; the rest will be dismissed to enter the class of
artisans and business men. Next, most of those who are
pre-eminent in courage will be found unable to profit
from advanced intellectual discipline, and they will join
the class of soldiers. The few who finally remain will be
given a most thorough and exacting training in mathe-
matics and dialectic. Mathematics is important because
it gives insight into those principles of harmonious rela-
tionships which are so important in regulating a state, and
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through dialectic the student comes to arrive at a knowl-
edge of universal concepts which makes government a
science instead of a matter of mere opinion.

Once men are settled in their respective classes, a life
is provided for them in accordance with their needs.
Workers and business men are permitted to live with
their families and secure and hold the private property
which they crave, so long as they show moderation and
do not try to use it to gain power which they do not de-
serve. But both the soldiers and the philosopher guard-
ians, since they are solely concerned with the welfare of
the community, will own no personal property and have
no family life. Instead, they will live on a communistic
basis which will save them from any temptation to yield
to the desires that dominate the lowest class. The notion
of communism, by the way, was not original with Plato;
Sparta, as we have seen, was a communistic military so-
ciety, and theories of communism had been advanced in
Athens during the previous century.

This system was not confined by Plato to men. He ad-
vocated earnestly that women should be given the same
education and the same opportunities for careers, main-
taining that the only difference between men and women
was one of physical strength.

None of the duties of administering a community be-
long to woman as woman or to man as man; but
natural gifts are to be found here and there in both
sexes alike, and so far as nature is concerned women
are admissible to all pursuits as well as men.*
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Even if this system could be put into effect, Plato had
no illusions regarding its permanence. His study of his-
tory had led him to conclude that social systems tend to
deteriorate unless unceasing vigilance constantly re-creates
them. Given this aristocracy of intelligence, he foresaw the
ambition for personal glory infiltrating among the rulers
until it degenerated into timocracy, the rule of those
dominated by honorable spirit. These men in turn would
be tempted by personal gain and the desire for private
property, with the result of oligarchy, rule by the wealthy
few who are motivated by their selfish appetites. When
their greed became unbridled, it would lead to popular
revolt and the installation of democracy. But the major-
ity in their turn would seck merely to satisfy their appe-
tites, conflicts would arise between them and the middle
class, until a state of lawlessness and civil war would pre-
vail. This would have to be settled by some authority, and
one person would take advantage of the situation to seize
power for himself. The tyrant would first gain control by
making tempting promises to the people; and he would
retain it by maintaining a personal army, confiscating the
property of the rich, waging external war to distract at-
tention from the internal problems which he was incapa-
ble of solving, getting rid of the associates who helped
him attain power, and liquidating anyone who had the
intelligence, public spirit, and courage to criticize his con-
duct or endanger his position. Tyranny, Plato regarded
as the worst possible form of government, for it means
that one man, governed not by wisdom or standards of
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honor, but exclusively by his lust for power and personal
profit, exercises a whip hand over all the citizens; it is
rule, he said, by a mad beast.

In the later part of his life, disillusioned perhaps by
the collapse of Sparta, the orderly system of which he ad-
mired although he recognized the limitations due to its
military policy, and by his own ill-fated attempts to put
his ideal state into operation in Syracuse, and favorably
impressed by the milder spirit of the Athens of his day,
Plato tried in the Statesman and the Laws to work out a
more moderate scheme of government which might actu-
ally be put into effect. In the Statesman he granted a few
practical values to democracy, but still held that its leader
should be a wise man who would design the pattern of
its policy like a weaver who works without asking the con-
sent of the threads! He contrasted constitutional states,
among which he rated monarchy first, aristocracy next,
and democracy third, with arbitrary states, among which
direct democracy ranked above oligarchy and tyranny.
The rule of one man is the most effective, he declared,
either for good or bad; the rule of the many is weakest,
either for good or bad; so if the choice has to be made,
democracy is to be preferred to government by the pow-
erful unscrupulous few or a tyrant.

In the Laws he made still further concessions, granting
that there was value in giving the ordinary people some
voice in their government and the privilege of electing
their officials. The best regime Athens ever had, he de-
clared, was in the days when there was a mixed consti-
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tution, with a system of classes based on the ownership
of property, and liberty disciplined by respect for estab-
lished law; this was corrupted by the greed of the people
for more freedom than they were able to use wisely. He
proposed as the best practical set-up a small agricultural
city. Private property would be permitted within limits
and under public regulation; the rights of property, he
declared, were not absolute, but were created by society
for its own benefit. Leisure for the citizens was to be se-
cured by having metics do the handicrafts and business
and slaves the farming, as in the Spartan system; but
the rights of slaves as human beings must be guaranteed
by law. There would be monogamous marriage, and
women would be expected to participate in public life.
Government would be in the hands of all the citizens to
the extent of electing the officials, and the final stage of
their voting would be by lot, “in order to give the people
the sense of equality,” but only the two upper property
classes would be required to vote; by this device Plato
wanted tactfully to discourage the lower classes from en-
gaging in political activity. In such a compromise between
oligarchy and democracy, the upper classes would actu-
ally do the ruling, but the lower classes would have suffi-
cient political expression to keep them satisfied.

In this treatise Plato went into great detail regarding
the laws which should govern the community. In order
to give them prestige he wished to put them on a reli-
gious basis, with the sanction of Apollo, the god dearest
to aristocrats. Most interesting is his analysis of criminal
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law, in which he advanced the theory that crime is a dis-
ease, and the laws should act as wise parents rather than
oppressive masters, attempting to heal the offender both
for his sake and that of society. Among capital offenses
he listed religious agnosticism. Education was to include
universal training under state control for girls as well as
boys, the teachers being aliens, since no citizen would de-
mean himself by such craftsmanship any more than he
would by engaging in manual labor.

The foreign relations of this state were to be governed
by the principle of making alliances with other Greek
states so as to guarantee security from barbarian aggres-
sion. Plato visualized Greece as a society of friendly states
with a common code of international law which would
outlaw warfare between them. This was a step beyond the
current Greek practice of one alliance attempting to hold
another in check, which had regularly resulted in war, but
it was not a sufficient solution; practical politicians planned
better than Plato in this respect, as we shall see, when
they created genuine confederations of Greek states.

Plato appraised democracy. How shall democracy ap-
praise him? First it must grant that he was much more of
a democrat than has been usually admitted. He recog-
nized many of the psychological needs of individuals and
tried to meet them; he held that people err because of
ignorance and commit crime because they are diseased,
and should be taught and cured rather than punished; he
advocated a system of universal education under state
control, to discover and develop the capacities of each
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child regardless of wealth or birth; he argued that women
should have opportunities for careers on the same basis
as men; and he visualized a society whose aim should be
the common good and in which every person should do
the work and win the rewards that his abilities merited.

Yet it is true that in background, temperament and
conviction Plato was an aristocrat. He had little confi-
dence in the intellectual capacity of the ordinary man or
his ability to rise above selfish interests to take a conscious
part in promoting the social purposes of the entire com-
munity. Most men he considered so lacking by nature in
intellectual and spiritual qualities that they were fit for
little except manual labor and mercantile pursuits, both
of which Plato considered inferior occupations. Educa-
tion was to be available to all, but the material presented
was to be censored by the best minds; the pcople were to
be allowed to know only what their rulers thought best,
and were to have no share in formulating the curriculum
or determining the purposes of education. Finally, the
most anti-democratic attitude of all, the society Plato de-
sired was to be a static one. Men were restricted to fixed
functional groups for life, institutions and laws were to
be unchanging, and stability established by a few was re-
garded as superior to evolution through the co-operation
of many.
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THE POLITICAL
SCIENCE OF

ARISTOTLE

No creator of Utopias, but a keen-minded biologist who
classified governments as coolly as he did marine life,
Aristotle had nevertheless an aristocratic background like
that of his teacher, Plato; his disciplined mind reacted in
many ways like Plato’s to the disorders that he had seen
in the Athenian democracy; and he, too, craved a society
that would be static enough to permit a scientist and
philosopher like himself to work in peace and quiet. But
he was very much a realist; he showed greater tolerance

for the actual governments which he studied, and realized
221
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that they met the practical needs of different sorts of peo-
ple. His Politics is an invaluable study of the virtues and
defects of those various systems.

“Man is by nature a social and political animal,” he de-
clared. The satisfying of material needs led men at first to
congregate in communities, but their association in states
came to meet their deeper needs for a good life. Only as
members of states can men succeed in realizing their
complete potentialities.

The forms of states which have developed, Aristotle
classified under three broad headings, recognizing that
there have been many varieties within each group: mon-
archy, aristocracy, and democracy. Monarchy, if the ruler
were intelligent and unselfish, he regarded as the best
form of government; the head of it could take prompt
action to secure orderly procedure and create harmonious
relations between his subjects. But this condition he
granted was ideal rather than real. Once unlimited power
was in the hands of one man, the tendency was for it to
degenerate into government for the selfish interests of the
ruler and become tyranny, which Aristotle condemned
without qualification as the worst form of government.
Even if the tyrant by the use of his superior force, the
army and secret police, keeps his subjects unable or afraid
to revolt and thus succeeds in maintaining order, by de-
stroying their initiative he makes the state unproductive;
and there is always the likelihood that the sparks among
those who feel the injustice of their welfare being sacri-
ficed to the profit of one man will flame into revolution.
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And revolution, according to Aristotle, is the greatest
political evil.

The same may be said of aristocracy. Theoretically it
is good to have the government in the hands of the wisest
and most public-spirited men; they can act more effi-
ciently than a great number, and have the advantage of
representing more varied judgments and interests than
those of a single man. But actually when power gets in
the control of any single group those men also tend to use
it for their own interests. So aristocracy degenerates into
oligarchy, which likewise leads to discontent and revolt
on the part of the mass of the people. Whether these
oligarchies are based on birth or wealth, they are equally
unstable. If they are kept static by military means, they
are effective only in so far as there are conditions of war;
“like iron that is not used they lose their edge in times of
peace; the citizens have never been taught how to live a
peaceful life.”

So we come to Aristotle’s appraisal of democracy. The-
oretically inferior to monarchy and aristocracy, a demo-
cratic system (with certain very definite limitations)
appeared to him actually the most satisfactory form of
community organization.

The basis of democracy, he declared, is the distribution
of offices and rewards on a basis of the equality of indi-
viduals, and personal liberty for all. This he believed was
founded on a sound evaluation of human nature. The
collective judgment may be expected to be superior to
that of any single individual or group, for while some
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people see one aspect of a problem, some another, all
combined see every aspect. Even in judging works of art
the opinion of many men may be trusted more than that
of a teacher of art or the artist himself. The collective
honesty is likewise superior, because it is concerned with
community goods. Furthermore, people become educated
to public responsibility by sharing in public office, by
joining in deliberation with regard to policy, and by elect-
ing their officials. And men find more satisfaction and
work better when they do what they like and live as they
please.

Yet, granting all this, Aristotle believed that democ-
racy must be saved from degenerating into demagogy.
When the majority rules, that majority inevitably consists
of the lower economic class. It, too, will tend to legislate
exclusively in its own interest. So the will of the common
people must be held in check by a constitution which
establishes a government of laws above that of men; “men
should not think it slavery to live according to the rule
of a constitution, for it is their salvation.” (One is re-
minded of William Penn’s Frame of Government: “Any
government is free to the people under it, whatever be
the Frame, where the laws rule and the people are a party
to these laws.”)

Aristotle accordingly rated as best among the various
types of democracy that which functions in a society
where the common people find it inconvenient to express
their will very much, specifically in agricultural commu-
nities where the farmers cannot take time to attend many
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assembly meetings and are kept busy and contented
enough so that they will not bother to vote. Then govern-
ment will be entrusted for the most part to the wealthier
and abler middle-class people who have the leisure to take
part in politics. When trade and commerce bring their
explosive elements into the civic picture (Aristotle, like
his fcllow aristocrats, had little love for trade and com-
merce), the best constitution is one which establishes a
property qualification for public service, provides no pay
for officials, and allows the people merely to review the
acts of their magistrates. Here Aristotle was looking back
wistfully to the time of Solon. If all the people must par-
ticipate, at least their power in assembly should be lim-
ited by law. Finally, he declared, there is pure democracy
(like that of the Athens of his day), in which the people
have complete and immediate legislative power. This he
considered the worst form of democracy, a government
of men rather than of laws.

In spite of his theoretical recognition of the corporate
virtues of common men, Aristotle was too much of an
aristocrat to have much faith in their wisdom or unselfish-
ness on any given occasion. When the lower classes make
the decisions without restriction, he said, they disregard
the rights of minorities, tax the wealthy few unfairly, and
are the prey of demagogues, their own party leaders. “Such
a government will have many supporters,” he added drily,
“for most people prefer to live in a disorderly rather than
a sober way.” But even such a system he admitted, with
an eye on Athens, could function fairly well, so long as
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the people had sufficient sense to be reasonable toward
minorities and not pamper the poor to the extent of de-
stroying their initiative and sense of public duty.

A government of laws: what did Aristotle consider such
a society to be? One in which the ruling power is re-
strained from taking advantage of any minority group,
where a spirit of moderation and conciliation governs all
classes in their dealings with one another, where the ac-
quisition of private or group gains at the expense of the
rest of the people is prohibited. This condition is most
likely to exist when there is a large and powerful middle
class. Such a class holds in check the selfishness of the
very rich and the envy of the very poor, and is reasonable
in its own demands since it embodies that golden mean
whereby states as well as individuals “pass through life
in safety.”

So far Aristotle judged various types of states on the
basis of their actual experience as he had observed it. But,
like Plato, he was interested primarily not in the machin-
ery of government but in the purposes of government,
which, like Plato, he visualized as chiefly educational and
moral. What end does government serve? The end of
creating for all of its citizens a good life, a life rich in
cultural activity, reasonable, unselfish, and happy. Only a
few, he considered, could meet the tests he set up for the
magnanimous man, but every society should aim to make
this group as large as the capacities of men would allow.
Within the state many associations on a lesser scale will
make their contributions to this richness of experience,
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but the state will unite all of them into the supreme asso-
ciation which guarantees justice and stimulates brother-
hood; justice which assures each member his rights and
exacts from each his due; friendship which makes living
together the generous sharing of a common life. By this
means the final goal will be attained: the happiness of
each member of the community and of the community as
a whole.

Finally Aristotle outlined his idea of a satisfactory state,
which is a much less pretentious one than Plato’s Repub-
lic. It will be a community limited in size, large enough
to be self-sufficient but small enough so that the people
will know each other and be able to judge their officials
from actual contact with them. There will be slaves and
aliens in it to do the required manual labor, for such work
is unworthy of citizens; private property will be permitted,
since it encourages individual initiative and makes pos-
sible the generosity which Aristotle believed especially
desirable in his ideal man, but there will also be sufhicient
common property to develop a sense of public responsi-
bility; the young will be organized into an army to wage
war, when war is required, and the governing will be in
the hands of the older men who are more experienced;
all citizens will have some share in the exercise of power,
but there will be distinctions in rewards based on ability;
universal education for the citizens will train the will and
the moral and aesthetic sense as well as the intelligence
of the young, so that they can make their contribution to
the social welfare.
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It is likely that Aristotle was influenced by Pericles’
ideal for Athens in formulating this state. A comparison
with Pericles’ program reveals many points of similarity.
But he was much less democratic than Pericles. He was
distrustful of the soundness of the people’s judgment. He
disliked the mercantile and artisan classes, and regarded
artisans and business men as means whereby the leisurely
few could attain a life of distinction. Women he believed
were essentially inferior to men, deficient in both physi-
cal and mental strength; their virtues, he said, were “tem-
perance, and a love—but not a sordid one—of work”! He
refused slaves any economic and social rights as human
beings, considering them to be sub-men who lack the
capacity of reason; “that some should rule and others be
ruled is both expedient and right; at birth some are
marked for slavery, others for mastery.” And he had no
solution to offer of the major problem of the Greek cities,
the chief cause of unrest and revolution: the constant
wars and the inability to create a co-operative society of
states.

We may conclude that Aristotle set in sharp relief de-
mocracy’s fundamental philosophy and appreciated some
of its virtues as well as its defects. The chief weakness of
his political theory lay in his failure to consider democ-
racy as a dynamic organism rather than a static system.
Many of the elements which Aristotle condemned as dis-
orderly were actually the signs of healthy activity, and
were part of the process whereby the people were achiev-
ing their education and making social progress.
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UNION THEN

We have already secn how ineffective was the constantly
changing network of alliances by which the separate Greek
states tried to protect themselves against one another and
against cnemies from outside Greece, and how the final
result was submission to the unified military power of
Macedon and of Rome. We have seen how equally un-
availing were attempts at domination by any one Greek
state: Athens, Sparta, Thebes, because of the mutual jeal-
ousy between the Greek cities and the lack of sufficient
military strength or political sagacity on the part of any
229
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one of them to create an enduring empire. But some
Greeks tried to solve the problem in another and more
promising way: by federations of free states, in which the
organizing principle was one of co-operation. Unfortu-
nately these attempts were never made on a large enough
scale or under competent enough leadership to give them
the prestige and power required for great success; but the
fact that they were made at all and had even limited suc-
cess is one of the most significant creative achievements
of Greek politics. Perhaps it is the most important one
for us today.

The earlicst venture in federation was the Amphictyonic
League, formed originally by a group of cities in Thessaly.
We know little about its organization, but one of the
policies first agreed upon by its members was not to cut
off the running-water supply of any other member. At
the beginning of the sixth century B.c., this league be-
came prominent by helping Delphi conduct a successful
war to control the valuable orchard environs of the reli-
gious sanctuary of Apollo. Shortly after this the league
took over the direction of the Pythian games, which, like
those at Olympia, were among the most effective inter-
national agencies in the Greek world; there, whatever
wars were raging, state officials, athletes, artists and ordi-
nary citizens met every four years under terms of truce,
exchanged views, settled differences, and got to know
one another better. Later the Amphictyonic League in-
cluded many other states of Greece in a loosely knit con-
federation for the purpose of regulating the laws govern-
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ing Delphi and for protccting the shrine. Finally, in the
fourth century B.c., in consequence of the Phocians se-
curing control of Delphi, Philip of Macedon was asked to
help dislodge them, and with his coming the autonomy
which the separate states had previously enjoyed was
doomed.

A sccond attempt at confederation was the Delian
League, organized for protection against Persia. In its
early stages it was, as we have seen, a genuine league of
autonomous states, with a common navy, treasury and
legal system. But the superior power of Athens led to its
transformation into an empire. If Athens had had the
wisdom to restrain her ambition and be content with eco-
nomic and cultural penetration, chances were good that
this lcague might have been a permanent influence in
stabilizing and strengthening Greek interstate relations.
But the opportunity was thrown away at that time, and
later, when Athens reorganized the league on a smaller
scale with a more democratic constitution, again aggres-
sive ambition ruined it.

Similar federations of states in the Peloponnesus and
Bocotia came to a similar end, owing to domination by
the city which had the greatest military power. In 505
B.C., a league was formed embracing a majority of the
states in the Peloponnesus; theoretically the members
were bound to abide by decisions adopted by a majority
vote, but the sessions of the lcague were held in Sparta
and her military leadership made her virtually an auto-
cratic master. The Boeotian League, organized in the
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fifth century, brought several cities of that area into a
federal union; they had representation in the council in
proportion to their military strength. But here again the
superiority of Thebes reduced the league to an alliance
controlled by its most powerful member.

An attempt to realize the dream of Isocrates—a union
of all the leading Greek states to oppose Persia—was
made under the direction of Philip of Macedon. At the
Congress of Corinth a constitution was drawn up provid-
ing that each city retain its existing constitution, that in-
tercity disputes be referred to a Panhellenic court, and
that the freedom of the seas be guaranteed to all mem-
bers. Philip ostensibly demanded only that cities should
pledge themselves not to furnish aid to any foreign power
hostile to him. But this, too, was autocracy masquerad-
ing as federation. Philip had an iron hand within his vel-
vet glove. Once it was organized, he dictated to the
league his plan for a united offensive against Persia. It
was voted, although without enthusiasm; the cities had
little confidence in their self-appointed leader or affection
for him. How well he understood their attitude is evi-
denced by his establishing Macedonian garrisons at key
points throughout Greece. But the plan was never put
into operation by Philip; he was murdered before the
campaign started. Alexander inherited his leadership of
the confederacy, but he also met with little enthusiasm.
During his campaign to consolidate his power nearer
home the Greek cities began to negotiate with Persia,
and Thebes openly rebelled. Alexander acted promptly to
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defeat the rebel city, and by vote of the confederacy ut-
terly destroyed it and enslaved the surviving inhabitants.
There was no real debate over this policy as there was in
Athens after the revolt of Mitylene. With Alexander at
its head the federation was never more than a rubber
stamp for its master.

Four other federations succeeded in a modest fashion
in realizing actual union. In Chalcidice early in the fourth
century a group of cities was organized by Olynthus, a
flourishing commercial center, into a federation which
functioned well for a brief time. It provided that citizens
in every state of the union had full rights of citizenship
in every other state, and Olynthus was wise enough not
to assume special privileges for itself. Under this arrange-
ment local rivalries were overcome and a spirit of cordial
co-operation prevailed. But further development was
madc impossible by the reluctance of neighboring cities
to yield their sovereignty and by the determined opposi-
tion of Sparta, which preferred disunity throughout the
Greek world to any combinations of states.

Following the defeat of Sparta by Thebes, a group of
Arcadian cities formed a federal union to guarantee future
protection against Sparta. Its constitution was modeled
on the democratic pattern, with an assembly consisting
of all the citizens of the federated states to pass on mat-
ters of common policy and a representative council of fifty
members with executive functions. At first Thebes was
sympathetic to this federation as a means of checking
Spartan ambition, and supported it even to the extent of
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invading Spartan territory. The league continued, allying
itself with various Greek states in the characteristic fourth-
century game of maintaining a balance of power, until
Macedonian control finally reduced it to impotence.

More lasting was the Aetolian League, composed of a
group of cities in northwestern Greece, which likewise
established relations of non-aggression among themselves
and framed an admirable constitution, according to which
each city retained its local autonomy but united with the
others for the protection of their mutual interests. At
the beginning the making of decisions rested in an as-
sembly open to the citizens of all the states, which met
twice yearly; administration was in the hands of a council
chosen from the cities in proportion to their military
strength. Later, as the league grew in membership and
extent of territory, a small standing committee was elected
annually to decide on questions of policy, and a financial
board was elected to manage the funds. The chief execu-
tive officers, a president and commanding general, were
elected yearly and were not eligible for immediate re-
election. In this way there was considerable flexibility and
a fair distribution of offices among the various cities in the
confederation.

Unfortunately, however, the same wisdom was not ap-
plied in their relations with their neighbors. In the third
century the league became aggressive and began a pro-
gram of military expansion. After forming alliances with
cities in central Greece it sent an army into the Pelopon-
nesus, and it entered into an alliance with the Roman
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commander Titus Quinctius Flamininus when he made
his successful campaign against Macedon. Later, how-
ever, the Aetolians led a revolt against Rome, charging
that the autonomy promised by Rome meant “better pol-
ished, but heavier, chains,” and allied itself with Anti-
ochus III of Syria. The victory of Rome led to the disso-
lution of the league.

Clearly this league fell into the characteristic pitfall of
the separate Greek states: it failed to apply its sound
principles of local government to its foreign relations; its
ambition for territorial expansion involved it in ill-advised
alliances; the consequence was its downfall.

The most promising Greek effort toward federation
was made by a group of cities in the Peloponnesus. The
Achaean League, an association of twelve states which
had functioned quietly for some time before the conquest
of Alexander the Great, was reorganized on a firmer basis
at the start of the third century to deal with Alexander’s
successors in Macedon, Asia Minor, and Egypt, and to
provide protection from aggression. Its double aim was to
guarantee its members local autonomy and security from
external threats. For this purpose a common army and
courts were created, common currency and weights and
measures were adopted, and policies were decided by a
representative council which met twice a year or more
often when circumstances required it. The membership
of this council included men from all the cities, elected
annually; the voting was done by cities, and a majority
vote decided all matters which were brought up, includ-
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ing declarations of war and treaties of peace. There were
several minor officials, but the chief executive officer,
elected annually by the council, was a general. The reason
for this is obvious: the league had to spend most of its
energy and resources in repelling attacks. If it had not
been compelled to do this it might have been able to
extend the confederation to include a good part of the
Greck world, but it never had a fair chance. An attempt
was made by General Aratus to expel Macedon from
Greece and re-establish freedom for all the Greek cities,
but his generalship was not equal to his statesmanship,
and even that was not astute enough to deal with the
jealous Greek states and the hungry wolves beyond Greece.
He got financial aid from Egypt; he even won support at
one time from the Aetolian League; but Athens refused
to co-operate with him, and ultimately, when he forced
Sparta to join at the tragic expense of betraying a league
member to Macedon, the federation came under Mace-
don’s control. It never thereafter exercised more than
local influence.

The pattern is one with which we have now become
only too familiar: a promising organization of states
wrecked on the reefs of jealousies and ambitions and the
lack of foresight and leadership necessary to induce
enough other cities to join on a co-operative basis.

The historian of the Achaean League was Polybius,
one of the thousand Achaeans sent to Rome as hostages
after the battle of Pydna in 168 s.c. His father had spent
much of his life as a leading official of the league, and
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Polybius himself had been in its service. During his stay
in Rome he won the favor of his conquerors and was
employed by them in their diplomatic dealings with
Greece. He became convinced that the Romans were
destined to rule, and he wrote in praise of a mixed con-
stitution such as he conceived the Roman one to be, in-
cluding kingly, aristocratic and democratic elements, be-
cause he believed such a system of checks and balances
was the best guarantee of preserving law and order.
With abortive democratic revolts in the Greek states
he had no sympathy; his own admiration was for the sta-
bility enforced by Rome. Yet enough of his youthful loy-
alty remained for him to appreciate, perhaps over-gener-
ously, the real contribution that the Achaean League had
made. It was, he declared, a very remarkable political
union, the first instance of cities overcoming their con-
flicts of interest by creating a co-operative society, a sin-
gle commonwealth, which was joined by neighboring
states when they realized how conducive membership was
to community welfare; “nowhere could be found a purer
principle and practice of equality, freedom of speech, and,
in a word, true democracy, than among the Achaeans.”
He described its early reputation for honorable dealing;
how when civil war broke out in Magna Graecia the
cities there brought in representatives of the Achaean
League as mediators, and formed a league of their own
on the same principles; and again, after the battle of
Leuctra the victorious Thebans referred matters in dis-
pute to the Achaeans for settlement, since “the Achaeans,
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although not powerful, were famous for their trustworthi-
ness and high character.”

Polybius also pictured the difficulties facing a high-
minded statesman like Aratus, who had to deal with
autocrats; “he knew that kings do not regard any one as
their natural foe or friend, but measure enmity and
friendship by only one standard—expediency.” And in
these noble words he cxpressed the conviction of the
Achaean League as well as his own:

That war is terrible I admit, but it is not so terrible
that we should submit to anything in order to avoid
it. Why do we boast of our civic equality and free-
dom of speech and all that we mean by the word
liberty, if nothing is preferable to peace? Peace, with
justice and honor, is the most beautiful and profit-
able of possessions, but if it is allied with baseness
and cowardice nothing is more shameful and dis-
astrous.

The aim of the Achaean League was a worthy one; the
procedures were wise; and the courage with which the at-
tempt at federal union was made deserves all our praise.
But its political and military strength was pitifully inade-
quate to deal with the mcnace that came, first from
Macedon, and then from Rome.



18

INDIVIDUAL LIBERTY
AND WORLD-PATRI-

OTISM

In a world where the cities in which men had been edu-
cated to versatile and responsible citizenship had been
crushed and where ordinary men had been robbed of
their political initiative, first by the superior military
power of Macedon and finally by the might of Rome,
where was freedom any longer to be found?

The answer was the same as many of the old nobility
had given when democracy deprived them of their pres-
tige and influence in former days: in the anodynes of in-
dividual pleasure and self-respect. But now these consola-
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tions were rationalized into systems of practical philos-
ophy which saved those who believed in them from a
sense of futility and gave them a measure of happiness.

To great numbers of people Epicurus provided this
satisfaction. In the third century B.c., he established a
community in Athens known as the Garden, where he
lived with disciples who included women and slaves. He
was a kindly man in his attitude toward all people; he
sought no luxuries and no renown, content if in simple
ways he could achieve happiness. For pleasure, he said,
following the doctrine of the radical Sophists, is the aim
of every man. But it is not enough to say simply that; we
must go on to determine what are the most enduring and
qualitatively best pleasures. Sound sense tells us that they
are found in friendship with kindred souls (“Friendship
dances through the world, summoning us to happiness”),
the appreciation of lovely things, the doing of just ac-
tions, the satisfying of normal desires.

In our relations with our fellow men we shall fail to
realize the serenity of mind which is the fruit of such ex-
perience, Epicurus said, if we desire possessions which
are outside of our control. One must learn to be content
with a few simple and natural pleasures (“There is honor
in simple poverty”). Since political ambition deals with
rewards in the power of other men to give or deny, it
must be avoided.

But the chief obstacle in the way of happiness is the
fear men have of what the gods will do to them and of
death. Those fears are unreasonable, Epicurus said.
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There are doubtless gods, but they live"a detached life of
their own, with no concern about us; and each person is a
fortuitous concourse of atoms which will be dispersed
when death comes. “So death, which is regarded as the
most terrible of evils, is of no concern to us; for while
we exist, death is not, and when death comes, we are
not.”

Justice was defined by Epicurus as a compromise of
self-interest, made in order that both parties may avoid
injury; by social contract we should not deprive other
people of their possessions, because if we do they might
take away ours. But here again one must not be troubled
about what others do; the secret of happiness is to expect
little of fortune, to be fortified inwardly against any
circumstance. Self-sufficiency is the means by which one
wins security and peace of mind. So freedom, popularly
defined as the ability to get what one wants, to the Epi-
cureans was rather the ability to want what one gets. Al-
though their leader had simple tastes, his followers were
for the most part people who had a fair share of the
world’s goods to enjoy; and this is a limitation of the
Epicurean philosophy, that few men, until they are free
from want, will be able to profit from such consolation.

Another practical faith, first stated by Antisthenes in
the fifth century B.c., became known as Cynicism (“a
dog’s life”) because its enemies considered that the
Cynics lived like dogs. They, too, believed that self-
sufficiency was the one desirable goal, but in order to
achieve it not even the goods and human relations re-
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quired by the Epicureans were needed; a man must be de-
pendent on no external things: class, property, fame, or
even the pleasure and learning that comc from associa-
tion with other people. Five things greater than the
Persian Empire, one of them declared, are Wisdom, Self-
Sufficiency, Truth, Candor, and Freedom. Once a man
possesses these he has everything, and he can achieve
them by himself.

So they lived in the simplest possible way, eating the
plainest food, drinking only water, wcaring one garment
all the year around, and exposing themselves to every
kind of weather. Why are men sick and unhappy? they
asked. Because they weaken themselves with rich food
and drink and luxurious living, worry about getting and
keeping possessions, “live herded in cities in order to be
safe, then proceed to injure one another as if they had
gotten together for that purpose.”

The most picturesque of the Cynics was Diogenes, a
fourth-century Athenian. Many stories are told which
illustrate his pungent wit. Reproached at being con-
demned to exile by the people of Sinope, he snapped
back, “And I condemn them to stay in Sinope.” Seeing
servants carrying a load of furniture, he said, “Isn’t their
master ashamed to be ruler of all this but not of him-
self?”” Again, when he saw a child drinking with its hands,
he threw away his cup, saying, “A child has gone me one
better in the simple life.” Asked what wine he liked best,
he replied, “Other people’s.” Seen begging before a
statue, he explained, “I am learning how to meet with
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refusal.” “It is the mark of God,” he declared, “to need
nothing, and of those who are like God to need little.”

Along with their contempt for material possessions
they also hated pretense and pride. The story is told of
Diogenes that he walked about Athens during the day
with a lighted lamp, trying to find a real man; when
asked where in Greece he had met men of this sort, he
answered, ‘“‘Nowhere—but I found some children in
Sparta.” When he saw richly dressed young Rhodians at
Olympia he laughed and said, “Pride!”; then, seeing
Spartans clad in their shabby and filthy smocks, he said,
“Also pride!” One of the Cynics, seeing a man pleased
with the handsome cloak he was wearing, fingered it and
said, “A sheep used to wear this—and kept on being a
sheep.” Diogenes, when asked how a man can become
master of himself, replied, “By applying to himself the
criticism he makes of others.”

But such incidents as these do not indicate how
deeply the Cynics probed below the surface of human
customs and prejudices. They made a radical attack on
many fundamental beliefs. They declared that marriage
was an absurd convention; love should be a free matter of
consent. They ridiculed the religion of the people. When
Diogenes saw a man admiring the votive offerings dedi-
cated by men who had escaped shipwreck, he said, “There
would have been many more if we had the offerings of
those who didn’t escape”; when asked for an offering to
Cybele, Great Mother of the gods, Antisthenes replied,
“Don’t expect any contribution from me. It is the gods’
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duty to support their mother.” Patriotism they also re-
garded as unreasonable. Since one man is by nature like
another, no matter where he lives, he should be bound to
no community. Asked what was his city, Diogenes re-
plied, “I am a citizen of the world.”

This simple and, on the whole, negative attitude was
translated into more positive terms by the Stoics. The
founder of this faith was Zeno, a merchant from Cyprus
who began his teaching at the end of the fourth century
B.C. He agreed with the Cynics that externals are not im-
portant (although he did not scorn them, as Diogenes
had done), that distinctions of wealth and social class
are to be disregarded, and that men are brothers in the
great city of the world. “All men,” he said, “should be
considered as our fellow citizens, there should be one way
of life, one order like that of a single flock feeding on a
common pasture.” But he developed a philosophy that
went far beyond the naturalism of the Cynics. Accord-
ing to him there is in the universe the animating force of
Reason, and every individual shares in this universal prin-
ciple by virtue of the reason that is within him. His ob-
ject in life should be to free his reason from the physical
desires that prevent it from achieving perfect harmony
with its divine source; in that harmony, regardless of the
circumstances of life, he finds freedom.

In practical terms the Stoics followed the precepts of
the Cynics, that happiness is attained by self-sufficiency,
that material goods and rewards must be regarded with
indifference. But here, too, they had a more positive pro-



INDIVIDUAL LIBERTY AND WORLD-PATRIOTISM 245

gram. They recognized the fact that men must learn to
live together helpfully in communities, and that as mem-
bers of society they have duties to fulfill toward their
fellow men. A world organization was their ideal; but
failing that they believed that mixed constitutions of the
Aristotelian type were most satisfactory.

The Stoic doctrine became the leading personal guide
of life throughout the Roman Empire, the chief faith
that offered men the sense of controlling their own
destinies when one powerful state could dictate the con-
ditions of their lives.

Epictetus, a slave living in Rome in the first century
A.p., made the most eloquent statcment of this creed.
“Many people have said,” he declared, “that only the
free are to be educated; but wise men say, Only the edu-
cated are free.” What is this education? First, the realiza-
tion that the world is governed by Universal Reason, in
which we all share because it is within every one of us.
This we must cultivate; and to cultivate it no external
goods are required, only a reasonable attitude of will; in
fact external things are dangerous because they divert us
from the one necessary aim of our lives. “Remember this,
that it is not only desire of office and property that
debases men and makes them subservient to others, but
also desire of pcace and leisure and travel and learning.
Devotion to any external thing makes you subservient to
some one else.” But when we live in accordance with
reason we are no longer ruled by desire, we cease feeling
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insecure, dissatisfied and fearful, we attain the supreme
happiness of freedom.

He is free whom nothing can hinder, who has things
at his disposal as he wishes. But the man who can be
hindered or compelled or involved in anything
against his will is a slave. And who is he whom noth-
ing can hinder? The man who aims at nothing
which is not his own. And what are the things that
are not our own? Everything which is not under our
control, either to have or not to have, or to have of
a certain quality or under certain conditions. So the
body is not our own, nor is our property our own.
If, then, you passionately desire one of these things
as though it were yours, you will deservedly pay the
price of one who aims at what does not belong to
him. The road which leads to freedom, the only
release from slavery, is to be able to say at all times
with your whole heart,

Lead thou me on, O Zeus and Destiny,
Where from of old it was decreed for me.!

So men must not be troubled over their station in life,
or their health, possessions, or reputation, realizing that
all of these are beyond their control. “Remember that you
are an actor in a play, which the Playwright plots as he
wishes. It is your business simply to act well the rdle as-
signed to you; the selection of the cast is Another’s.”

Everything which is considered a misfortune should be
regarded as a challenge not to be affected by it. Nor is
even death to be feared.
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You have received everything, even your very self,
from Another. Do you complain, then, and criticize
the Giver if he takes something away from you?
Who are you, and for what purpose have you come
into the world? Did He not bring you here? Did He
not show you the light? Has He not given you fellow-
workers, and your perceptions and your reason? And
as what did He give you life? Was it not as a mortal,
one to live on earth with a little portion of flesh and
for a time to see His governance and partake with
Him in His pageant and festival? Are you not will-
ing, then, as long as it has been granted you, to look
at the pageant and the festival, and then, when He
leads you forth, to go with an obeisance and thanks
to Him for what you have heard and seen?

As for me, I would wish death to overtake me
while I am occupied with nothing but my moral will,
trying to make it tranquil, unhindered, unconstrained,
free. This is what I would be engaged in when death
finds me, so that I can say to God, “Have I trans-
gressed Thy commands? Have I in any way misused
the resources which Thou didst give me? Have I ever
accused Thee or criticized Thy governance? I fell
sick when it was Thy will; so did others, but I will-
ingly. I became poor when Thou didst will it, but
joyously. I never held office, in accordance with Thy
will; I never desired office. Hast Thou ever seen me
despondent for that reason? Have I not always come
into Thy presence with a cheerful face, ready for any
of Thy commands? Now it is Thy will that I leave
the festival. I depart, giving all thanks to Thee be-
cause Thou didst regard me as worthy to share Thy
festival and see Thy works and understand Thy
governance.” ?
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Epictetus was friendly toward his fellow men, consid-
ering them his kin, and was eager to help them outgrow
their mistaken judgments and their fears. We should not
be angry with those who do evil, he said, but rather pity
them.

If the greatest misfortune that can happen to any
one is the loss of what is most important, and a right
moral will is the most important, is it not enough for
a man to lose this without enduring your anger be-
sides? If you must have unnatural feelings when a
man suffers misfortune, pity him, do not hate him;
give up such an attitude of hostility and hatred; do
not say as the spiteful multitude do: “Those ac-
cursed and abominable fools!” 3

Yet, however much one helps those who are unhappy
and in error, they must never be sympathized with to the
extent of disturbing one’s own equanimity.

If a man is unfortunate, remember that he alone is
to blame for his misfortune; for God created all men
for happiness and tranquillity of mind, as was natural
for Him to do who cares for us and protects us like
a father.*

Nor should the Stoic be concerned with politics.

Are you looking for more important politics than
that which he practices now? Shall he come for-
ward in the Athenian assembly and discuss incomes
and revenues, when he ought to be talking with all
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men, Athenians, Corinthians and Romans alike, not
about revenues or income, peace or war, but about
happiness and unhappiness, about slavery and free-
dom? When a man is practicing such important
politics do you ask me if he is to be a politician?
Ask me also if he will hold office, and I will say
again, what office is greater than that which he now
has?

In the case of kings and tyrants, their armed body-
guard enables them to censure and punish people,
even though they themselves are wicked; but the
wise man’s conscience gives him this authority, he
needs no arms or bodyguard. When he sees that he
has watched over men and labored for their good,
and that all his thoughts have been those of a friend
and servant of the gods, why should he not with
confidence speak freely to his brothers, his children,
his kinsmen in humanity?

Reviling, blows, insults, mean nothing to him. For
he realizes that the inferior must of necessity yield
to the superior, and that his body is physically infe-
rior to the physically superior crowd. So he never
enters this contest in which he can be beaten, but
immediately resigns what is not his own. But when
it is a question of his own moral will, no one can rob
him of that or master it.5

How shall we judge this freedom of the Stoics in terms
of the democratic way of life? The principles that men
must be educated to make reasonable judgments in order
to be truly free; that all men are brothers, with responsi-
bilities to help one another beyond any limits of class or
country; that property values are insignificant in com-
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parison with human ones; and that the spirits of men
must overcome insecurity and fear, all are sound doc-
trines of democracy. But the Stoic means of achieving
these principles seem inadequate. They offer refuge from
the physical wants and the social restrictions imposed on
men by positing a universal justice which seems very far
away from the actual conditions of human living that
need to be improved; and in the glad submission to this
universal principle one may see an emotional sublimation
of the submission which has to be made to earthly rulers.
If men believe that every one should be content with his
lot and seek only peace of mind in subservience to the
will of God, for all their ideals of personal duty to others
in the brotherhood of man they cannot be counted on to
wage a very determined battle for justice in the society in
which they live. It is a creed of escapism.

Yet it was a noble escapism; the serenity attained in-
volved, not surrender to men, but dignity and courage;
the Stoic as an individual made no compromise with
tyranny. Epictetus tells this story of a Roman senator
who put his Stoic faith into practice:

The Emperor Vespasian sent word to Priscus Helvi-
dius, forbidding him to attend a meeting of the
Senate. Priscus replied, “You can keep me from be-
ing a senator, but as long as I am one I must come
to the meeting.” “Very well, then,” said Vespasian,
“come, but do not speak.” “If you do not ask for my
opinion I shall not speak.” “But as head of the
Senate I have to ask it.” “And I have to say what I



INDIVIDUAL LIBERTY AND WORLD-PATRIOTISM 261

think right.” “If you do I shall have you put to
death.” “Did I ever tell you,” said Priscus, “that I
was immortal? You will do your part, and I mine. It
is yours to kill, mine to die without flinching; yours
to banish, mine to go into exile without grieving.”
What good did Priscus do, you ask, one man
against the Emperor? What good does the purple do
to the garment, except to have its own distinction as
purple and to be an example of beauty to others? ®

Yes, even when the Roman Emperor asserted his auto-
cratic power and had Priscus Helvidius killed, he could
not take away his subject’s essential liberty or self-respect.
Who can believe that the ultimate victory was Ves-
pasian’s? As long as this individual devotion to free-
dom and honor remained, the germ of democracy lived.






Conclusion






LOOKING FORWARD

JUDGING FREEDOM TO BE HAPPINESS, AND
COURAGE TO BE THE CREATOR OF FREEDOM,
IT REMAINS FOR YOU NOT TO FEAR ANY
RISKS, BUT TO RIVAL WHAT THESE MEN
HAVE DONE. —Pericles

After surveying the evolution of Greek democracy it may
be that we shall arrive at a final mood of pessimism, be-
cause efforts which accomplished so much were dissipated
in wars and ultimately suppressed by autocratic military
power. But such a conclusion is far from justified.

It must be remembered that these were the first ex-
periments in democratic institutions and their control.
When we realize that in spite of all the inexperience
within and constant attack from without, Athens created
and maintained for so long a time one of the greatest
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civilizations in the history of the world, we have a right
to feel confidence rather than despair in the possibilities
of democracy.

And if men learn anything from the experience of the
past, we can profit from studying the causes of its decline.
From an economic point of view the Greeks always lived
in a world of scarcity, where conflict for the possession of
limited resources led to internal strife, in which personal
and group interests were often placed ahead of com-
munity ones, and external aggression led to war. Their
conception of political democracy was a partial one, not
extending to women, aliens or slaves within the state or
relations with other states, hence huge resources of co-
operative energy, devotion to the common good, and po-
tential leadership were left untapped. Both rival alliances
of states and imperial domination encouraged rather than
prevented conflict. Experiments in federal organization
were effective for a time, but were conducted on too
small a scale to be permanently successful; and any large
scale was next to impossible because of inadequate com-
munication facilities. This economic and political situa-
tion resulted in revolutions and wars which exhausted the
resources of the Greek world, sapped its morale, and fi-
nally led to its becoming the victim of autocratic enemies.

Have we reason to believe that modern democracies
can master such difficulties? There is cause for confidence.
Science has now given us the prospect of an economy of
abundance, which, if properly distributed, will make it
unnecessary for any group to seek prosperity at the ex-
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pense of its neighbors. It has also provided means of com-
munication which make the democratic process workable
on a larger scale than at any previous time. We have a
conception of democracy, however imperfectly realized,
which is much more inclusive than the Athenian one, and
universal education makes available human resources,
loyalties, and leadership which have never yet been given
an adequate opportunity to make their contribution to
the common welfare. But the greatest reason for hope
lies in the possibility of international co-operation among
free peoples to eliminate authoritarian aggression and
war. Our techniques of organization within a democracy
have been developed to the point where we may believe
they can bec applied with equal success on an interna-
tional scale. Certainly no other solution seems to offer
any prospect of enduring peace; control by one dominant
nation, imperial rivalries, and alliances to maintain a bal-
ance of power have been tried time and time again and
have always failed. Nor have the humanitarian efforts of
men of good will been sufficient, without political ma-
chinery to implement their ideals. The events of recent
years make doubly sure the lesson of history, that there
can be no permanent security for free peoples until they
organize a Community of Nations wise enough, gener-
ous enough, and powerful enough to safeguard and foster
their essential liberties. Now, at long last, that lesson is
being learned.

Finally, in addition to our advantages in social experi-
ence, scientific resources, and economic and political
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techniques, we have ethical and religious values which
were unknown to the Greeks, to enlighten and fortify the
spirits of those who believe in democracy. With all this
in our favor, there is good reason to believe that the out-
come of the struggle to attain and maintain it now can be
a far happier one than it was in ancient Athens.
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